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Between Ascension and Pentecost but Waiting

Last Thursday, exactly forty days after Easter, the church celebrated “The Ascension of the Lord”.  Methodists don’t usually conduct services on the day of The Ascension but we are encouraged to celebrate it the following Sunday.  So here is a test question:  If the Ascension was last Thursday, when will we celebrate Pentecost?  Right, it will happen next Sunday ten days from his Ascension.  As Luke reminds us there are 40 days that Jesus spent on earth with his disciples after his crucifixion and then he ascends.  Ten days after this, the Holy Spirit comes on Pentecost.  In a sense this Sunday, the Sunday between his leaving and his coming in a new form, is a time of waiting, a time of not jumping the gun and running off in the wrong direction.  I confess to struggling with the issue of waiting.  
Both the Acts passage and the passage from Luke warn the disciples to hold off until they receive the Holy Spirit.  Have we received the Holy Spirit and therefore been given the green light?  In the case of Acts, the text says, “After his suffering (his crucifixion) he presented himself alive to them by many convincing proofs, appearing to them during forty days and speaking about the kingdom of God. While staying with them, he ordered them not to leave Jerusalem, but to wait there for the promise of the Father.”  The promise of the Father was that they would be baptized with the Holy Spirit not many days from now but now they have to wait.

The text from Luke puts it like this.  “And see, I am sending upon you what my Father promised; so stay here in the city until you have been clothed with power from on high.”  They are to wait right where they are with the promise that Jesus’ spirit is coming and when it comes they will be clothed with power from on high.  Is that the message for us too?  In our church foundations are being laid for new things coming this fall.  Are we faithfully waiting now knowing that his Spirit is coming more fully in the future?  
David Brooks in an essay published in the April 4th Oregonian entitled “Respecting the Future” tells the story of a man who wrote in about the meaning he was finding in his life through caring for his wife who was succumbing to Alzheimer’s disease.  The man wrote, “It’s not noble, it’s not sacrificial and it’s not painful.  It’s just right in the scheme of things…Sixty-one years ago, a partner to our marriage who knew how to nurture, nurtured a partner who needed nurturing.  Now, 61 years later, a partner who is learning how to nurture is nurturing a partner who needs nurturing.”
On March 29, less than four months after his essay was published the man killed his wife and then himself.  Apparently this man no longer believed what he had earlier said about his life.  He could not wait, trusting that power would come as he needed it. Tragically he took things into his own hands.

Brooks draws several conclusions from this.  He says”

 “We are terrible at imagining how we will feel in the future.  We exaggerate how much the future will be like the present. We underestimate the power of temperament to gradually pull us up from the lowest lows.  And if our capacities for imagining the future are bad in normal times, they are horrible in moments of stress and suffering.

Given these weaknesses, it seems wrong to make decisions that will foreclose future thinking.  It seems wrong to imagine that you have mastery over everything you will feel and believe.  It’s better to respect the future, to remain humbly open to your own unfolding. 
David Brooks then said he “bought the arguments the man made in the essay that his wife’s illness had become a call for him to exercise virtue and serve as an example for others; that people are joined by suffering and that the life of a community is enriched by the hard tasks placed before it; that dependency is the normal state of affairs.”
In a sense, this man left Jerusalem before he received power.  He gave up and gave in, trusted in his own wisdom, and committed himself to the calculus of autonomy (to quote Brooks) where moments of pleasure and pain are weighted and how they stack up against each other determines what you do.  He lost sight of the bigger and better plan he had earlier claimed for himself when he rooted his life in something bigger.  
Jesus told his disciples they should not leave Jerusalem until he had equipped them with The Spirit, his replacement.  They didn’t need the Holy Spirit when he was with them but with him ascended they would.  You see, the Holy Spirit is simply Jesus’ Spirit present to us in our generation and circumstance.  
The need for the Holy Spirit to guide them reveals itself in the first question they ask when they gather with him.  “Lord, is this the time when you will restore the kingdom of Israel?”  Jesus had just finished speaking to them about the kingdom of God and this is their first question.  The question shows that they are still thinking in terms of politics and national identity and not forgiveness and radical inclusion.  They do not have the mind of Jesus in them and without it they are dangerous.
This reminds me of a story a grandparent told of their six year old granddaughter who threw a scene when she didn’t get her way.  This grandparent’s appropriate response was a firm “you are six years old; you don’t get to run things.”  Can you imagine what the world would look like if it were run by petulant six year olds?  There has to be a limit.  The same is true of errant disciples as yet devoid of Jesus’ Spirit.  Without Jesus’ Spirit to guide them, they could do no end of damage.  We know this to be true because an incredible amount of damage has been done in history by people not yet living in the power of Jesus’ Spirit and yet thinking they did.  They left Jerusalem early, thinking they knew what he wanted and didn’t wait until they had received his Spirit.  To humble them and slow them down Jesus said, “It is not for you to know the times or periods that the Father has set by his own authority.”  Wait for Jesus’ Spirit for then you won’t need to be in control.  Jesus’ Spirit will.
Maybe this is the insight I am looking for here.  We receive power when Jesus’ Spirit has come upon us because it’s not about us any more.  We aren’t the center.  Our rivalries and envies are not in charge of us—Jesus is.  Our desires are shifting and we find ourselves more and more wanting to be like Jesus if he were living in 21st century America.  Not needing power, we discover we have it.  We can do things we didn’t know we could because now we are living from a different power source than we used to.  We are living from Jesus’ power.  Maybe this is what Jesus meant when he said, “John baptized with water, but you will be baptized with the Holy Spirit.”  
The Holy Spirit is Jesus’ Spirit released into the world.  This Spirit opens our minds to understand the scriptures so that we understand how Jesus had to suffer and rise from the dead in order to show us what we do when we throw stones at our brothers and sisters.  Before Jesus, we thought we were keeping the peace and doing God’s will when we blamed the other but now we know we deceive ourselves. It is Jesus’ Spirit in the world that helps us see what we do and brings us to the point of repentance where we find ourselves gradually learning to think differently.  Even changing our minds is the Spirits work convincing us we are forgiven and it’s safe to change.  
This morning we are between Ascension and Pentecost, living a time of waiting on his promise.  To remind ourselves of who he really is, let’s watch him as he ascends:  

When he had said this, as they were watching, he was lifted up, and a cloud took him out of their sight.  While he was going and they were gazing up toward heaven, suddenly two men in white robes stood by them.  They said, “Men of Galilee, why do you stand looking up toward heaven?  This Jesus, who has been taken up from you into heaven, will come in the same way as you saw him go into heaven.”  

In Luke the story goes like this:
Then he led them out as far as Bethany, and, lifting up his hands, he blessed them.  While he was blessing them, (What a way to go) he withdrew from them and was carried up into heaven.  And they worshiped him, and returned to Jerusalem with great joy; and they were continually in the temple blessing God.

Next Sunday, on the Day of Pentecost, the church will be baptized with the Holy Spirit and sent out “clothed with power from on high” to bear witness to him to the ends of the earth.  What will be our part?  How will we participate?  These are questions I want us to think about as we await His Spirit.  Amen.
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