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Ascension Sunday, May 13th 2018 
St. John’s Lutheran Church, Summit, NJ 

Luke 24: 44-53 
 

Grace be to you and peace from God our Creator, Redeemer and Life-giving Spirit. Amen. 

 

 Happy Mother’s Day and Happy Ascension Sunday!  I know that saying “Happy Ascension 

Sunday” has little meaning for most of us, but it is one of the chief feast days in our church year.  

So, because we didn’t celebrate it on Thursday, which was actually Ascension Day, our celebration 

of Christ’s ascension has been transferred in many of our Lutheran churches, to this Sunday. 

 When I was growing up though, at both John Wesley AMEZ and Janes UMC, Mother’s Day 

was a waaaaay more important feast day than Ascension.  In fact, I’m pretty sure that we NEVER 

celebrated the feast of the Ascension, but ALWAYS celebrated Mother’s Day, and it was a 

beautiful and poignant celebration day. 

 All the women and girls wore carnations --- a red one if your mother was living, and a white 

one if your mother had died. Maybe the men and boys wore flowers too, but I definitely remember 

my mother pinning that red carnation on me year after year, and she always wore a white one.  

Back then I never thought about the day when I too would be wearing a white carnation, and by the 

time that day occurred, I was already a member of the Lutheran church and we don’t celebrate 

Mother’s Day in the same way as we did at John Wesley and Janes, if at all.  

 So let it be known today, even if we’re not wearing any red or white carnations, that we give 

thanks to God for all those mothers, grandmothers, great-grandmothers and mother figures who 

are still in the land of the living, and we give hearty thanks to God for those whom we miss today, 

who are part of the Church Triumphant or who belong to the blessed dead.  Happy Mother’s Day! 

 Last Sunday I went to Philadelphia after the first service to attend the Memorial Service of a 

woman whom I called “Mom # 2”.  She was my Jewish mother, Evelyn Irving, who always came to 
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church with us on Christmas Eve and loved me, daughter #2 she called me, like she loved her 

daughter, my best friend, Jeanne. I think Pastor Blake assured folks (at the later service) that I 

hadn’t been raptured or taken into the Seventh Heaven but was just in the neighboring state of 

Pennsylvania. 

 Anyway, at the end of my time of sharing my memories of Evelyn, I concluded with a song 

that she loved for Jeannie and me to sing. It seemed like a fitting ending to someone so dear who 

had died and gone on to life eternal.  No bags were packed, but she was ready to go; and she 

didn’t leave on a jet plane; she quietly slipped away. Still, the refrain brought a tear to most of our 

eyes – “so kiss me and smile for me; tell me that you’ll wait for me; hold me like you’ll never let me 

go…I’m leaving on a jet plane, don’t know when I’ll be back again. Oh babe, I hate to go…” 

What a great song “Jet Plane” is; and even today, it captures the hearts of millions of people 

around the world because it’s a song about how hard it is to say goodbye. I don’t know about you, 

but generally, I don’t like good-byes because sometimes they make me cry. But I’m a born cry-

baby, so it doesn’t take much for me to tear up either.   

How much I tear up though, depends on the kind of good-bye. If I’m just leaving a dinner 

party or a nice day’s outing with a friend, I usually don’t have any trouble saying, “Bye; I love you; 

see you soon.”  And when it comes to leaving church meetings, I have no problem saying 

goodbye.  In fact, I appreciate people like Andrew because he loves being the first one to move 

that our council meetings be adjourned. 

No, the goodbyes that I have trouble with are those that feel like a deep connection is about 

to be severed --- either by distance, or death, or some other kind of life disruption.  You know what I 

mean --- like when your close friend of 50+ years retires and moves to Florida; or when your 

youngest child finally graduates from high school and goes off to college and you get chocked up 



 3 

because you know that in a few years you’re likely to be empty nesters.   

Letting go is even harder though when you don’t actually have a chance to say goodbye.  

And sadly, that happens all too often, for a variety of reasons.  Just think about how hard it was this 

past week for the family of the 14-year-old freshman who collapsed and died during his gym class 

at Franklin High School in Somerset. How could they know that when he left for school in the 

morning that they would never see him alive again?  All of these are occasions for saying goodbye 

that sometimes cause us heartache and deep sadness.  How many times have you or I said these 

kinds of goodbyes?  And though they are so very much a part of our lives, I wonder if we ever 

really learn how to say goodbye well? 

Today is the day we remember Jesus’ farewell to his disciples as he ascended to the right 

hand of the Father. We say this every Sunday in our Nicene and Apostles’ Creeds.  But at the time 

of his ascension, those first disciples had no idea of what Jesus was up. You see, even though it 

was great to have him alive again, this whole resurrection business was probably pretty confusing 

for them, as it may very well be for us.  And whether it’s Luke’s account in the Gospel or his record 

of Jesus’ ascension in the book of Acts, they still leave us with lots of questions. Why does Jesus 

need to go and where is he going? How does he go? Is he coming back?  

You know sometimes when we read Scripture we have more questions than answers, but 

then part of faith is indeed mystery and even doubt.  And I firmly believe that certainty is often the 

enemy of faith, for who among us really knows the mind of God. But we don’t need answers to all 

of our questions to come to some understanding about what the Ascension means for us. 

Our lessons today draw us backward through time to that day in which the risen, yet still 

earth-bound Jesus says his final goodbye to his disciples.  I’m guessing it was a goodbye that they 

probably weren’t anticipating, so it was no easier for them to say good-bye to Jesus than it is for 
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some of us to say good-bye to our closest family or friends.  And maybe it was just as hard for 

Jesus to say goodbye to them. But it was necessary, he said.  This was what he had told them all 

along --- so that what had been written about him in the Scriptures would be fulfilled. 

Jesus wasn’t going to leave them all alone though.  He promised that God would take care 

of them, even if he himself wouldn’t be there with them in the flesh. One of my favorite lines from 

this lesson is Jesus’ reminder of what God is going to do for them.  “See” says Jesus, “I am 

sending upon you what my Father promised...”  “Trust me”, says Jesus; “you’re not going to be 

alone”.  My Father has promised to send my Spirit to you and upon you and it is going to happen.  

But when Jesus reminds them of what God is going to do for them, he also commands them 

to do something for God --- namely, to wait and trust that his promised Spirit is going to be given.  

“Yes”, says Jesus, “I am sending upon you what my Father promised; so stay --- stay here in the 

city until you are clothed with power from on high.”   

“Stay here”, said Jesus, until God wraps you in the power of the Spirit, giving you all the 

gifts and spiritual strength that you need so you can witness to God’s amazing grace. Stay here 

until you get your marching orders to go out into the world and in my name proclaim the good news 

that repentance and forgiveness of sins are possible; proclaim that people can change; that with 

God, U-turns in life and forgiveness of sins are both desired and expected.” 

After he tells his disciples to stay, Jesus takes them on a little 2-mile journey from Jerusalem 

to Bethany, the undisclosed launching site for his ascension.  And it was there that he said his final 

goodbye.  It was there in Bethany, near the home of his closest friends, Mary, Martha and Lazarus, 

that Jesus did his final act before he was carried up into heaven.  He lifted up his hands and 

blessed them. In very much the same way your pastors lift up our hands to bless you as our 

worship services draw to a close, so did Jesus bless his disciples.  
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There’s something very significant in that phrase “while he was blessing them.”  For to me, it 

means that the blessing of Jesus continues.  It wasn’t just a one-time blessing for those disciples 

gathered around him more than 2,000 years ago. Rather, the blessing of the ascending Lord is 

yours and mine too. And Jesus blesses us so that we can be a blessing to others.  

Ascension Day is really not so much about saying good-bye to Jesus as it is about eagerly 

awaiting the coming of the Spirit and being people of blessing in the meantime.  For just as his first 

disciples obeyed Jesus and returned to their home city of Jerusalem to await the coming of the 

Holy Spirit, so too do we obey Jesus by staying in here in the City of Summit and in all the cities 

and communities where we live to await the coming of the Holy and Life-giving Spirit.   

This is the Spirit whose presence we will celebrate next week on Pentecost, when five of 

our young people are confirmed, when they will affirm their baptism; when they will publicly state 

that they intend to keep on being disciples of Jesus who will bring hope and healing in this broken 

and hurting world. And just as the first disciples returned with great joy, so we wait with great joy -- 

waiting for God to renew and revive us through the power of the Holy Spirit so that our vision might 

be clear, our mission strong, our worship inspiring, and our service to those in need life-giving.    

 In the meantime, our work is to be people of blessing --- to bless those in our congregation, 

communities, families, workplaces and schools --- to bless others as Jesus continues to bless us. 

Our call is to witness to the good news that God loves everyone and everything, and that through 

our hands, hearts, and ministries --- through our time, talent and treasure --- that through Word and 

Sacrament and through Jesus alive in us, God’s saving work is done. So let us be witnesses to this 

good news, brothers and sisters, until Christ comes again. Amen.  

 

Rev. Gladys G. Moore 


