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Ascension of Our Lord • May 13, 2018 
Acts 1:1-11  •  Psalm 47 •  Ephesians 1:15-23  •  Luke 24:44-53 
 
Today we are celebrating the feast of the Ascension. If you are a stickler for the 

liturgical calendar—you know who you are—you know that today is not the feast of the 
Ascension. The Ascension comes forty days after Easter, which means it always falls on a 
Thursday. And no one is in church on Thursdays except for our Bible study folks, and they 
had a lunch reservation to get to. But the Ascension is a movable feast, so we transferred it 
to today. And we did that because the Ascension provides a kind of transition out of the 
Easter season into Pentecost. You really can’t understand Pentecost without the Ascension. 

That transition isn’t just about changing the color of the paraments and putting away 
the Easter proclamation. The transition is really about how the risen Jesus is present in the 
world. For the past month and a half, we’ve heard stories of how the risen Jesus shows up. 
Walking through walls, eating fish, telling you to put your hand in his side. And today all of 
that changes. The risen Jesus is taken up into the heavens in a cloud. So Jesus isn’t going to 
be around in quite the same way. And next week, we’ll hear the story of Pentecost, when the 
risen Jesus is made manifest in the world through the gift of the Holy Spirit.   

So today is the last day that Jesus is immediately, bodily, physically present with the 
disciples. And Jesus has done far more than these disciples ever could have imagined. But 
there’s one thing he hasn’t done. Because the disciples thought the messiah was supposed to 
restore Israel to its place in power. As far as they were concerned, that was the whole point 
of having a messiah. And as Jesus says he’s about to leave, he still hasn’t done that. So, they 
ask, probably as a reminder as much as a question, “Lord, is this the time when you will 
restore the kingdom to Israel?” Because the Romans are still in charge, and the Israelites are 
either oppressed at home or scattered abroad. Many Jews at the time imagined the 
restoration of Israel as a great inversion, the time when Israel would rise from the bottom of 
the pile to the top. When the monarchy would be stored to King David’s line and their 
oppressors cast underfoot. “So, you know,” the disciples ask, “you’re going to get that taken 
care of before you go, right?” 

 But Jesus isn’t really interested in this restoration they have in mind. No, Jesus 
says, “It is not for you to know the times or periods that the Father has set by his authority. 
“But,” here’s the important part, “you will receive power when the Holy Spirit has come 
upon you.” Jesus says that he’s not going to restore Israel the way they want. He’s not going 
to kick the Romans out of power and install St. Peter as emperor. He’s not going to reverse 
the status quo so that the disciples come out on top. Because if you try to defeat violence 
with more violence, if you oppress your oppressors, if you hate those who hate you, then 
you won’t actually defeat your enemies. You’ll only replace them. You’ll become just like 
them. 

 But Jesus says something else, too. Jesus doesn’t reject their question entirely. 
Jesus says that he’s not going to set up whatever political reality they want as they watch 
from the sidelines. No, Jesus says that he will give them power so that they can continue his 
work of redeeming, restoring, and reconciling creation. Jesus rejects much of the disciples’ 
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thinking. But there is something he does hold on to. God’s intentions, Jesus’s life, and the 
mission of the church are, by their very nature, political.  

 Now let’s pause here for a second. Because “politics” is one of those words 
that puts us a little on edge, right? And our anxiety gets ratcheted up even more when people 
talk about politics and church. The anxiety we feel when we hear the subject of politics 
broached is a symptom of a bigger problem, which is that our understanding of what politics 
is has gotten so small, and our understanding of what counts as partisan has grown so large.  

 So what does it mean that our understanding of politics has gotten too small? 
It means that virtually all of our conversation around public life and civic responsibility 
become conversations about national elections. As if the only time you exercise any civic 
responsibility is when you go to the ballot box. You have power once every four years, and 
then the rest of the time, you’re a spectator, just like the disciples wanted to be in today’s 
reading. But when Jesus talks about power, when Jesus engages in political life, he’s talking 
about something much bigger. He’s talking about questions like Who has power? Who has 
influence? How are resources distributed? How are decisions being made?  

 One of the ways we see this narrowing played out is the common refrain that 
the church should stay out of politics. And if by “politics,” you mean endorsing political 
candidates, then absolutely. But politics is bigger than that. It’s about who Advent exists to 
serve. It’s about what kind of public witness we have. It’s about whose concerns are seen as 
worth taking seriously. We have a sign out front that says “All Are Welcome.” That’s a 
political decision about what kind of space this is. We view other churches as mission 
partners instead of competition. That’s a political decision that about how we view our 
mission. We give everyone the same pastoral care no matter how much they give. That’s a 
political decision about how we value people. Decisions we make about being an affirming 
community, an ecumenically-engaged community, and a giving community are inherently 
political decisions. Few of us think of them that way, but they are. Because they’re about 
who has power, who is worth listening to, and whose experiences are considered as 
normative. Those questions are wrapped up in everything we do whether we like or not. So 
if you want to be the church, there’s no way for you to stay out of politics.    

Now if all that was happening was our understanding of politics getting was too 
narrow, then it wouldn’t be a big problem. We could get by okay. But our view of what we 
consider partisan has grown wider and wider too. It’s as if the meaningless decisions you 
make every day, where you shop, what kind of car you drive (if you drive at all), what music 
you listen to, what sports you watch, are signals of some bigger thing about you.  

A few months ago I heard an interview with a political scientist, and they were talking 
about how they measure partisanship in their research. And they said that, contrary to 
popular belief, partisanship doesn’t refer to how strongly people hold onto their beliefs. It 
means how knowing what someone thinks about one issue lets you predict where they stand 
on everything else.  

I didn’t think much of that interview until I had two revealing conversations. The 
first was with a member of Advent who mentioned that they liked going to a gun range to 
do target shooting on the weekends. And at the end of the conversation, they asked that I 
keep the conversation confidential. And I must have had a confused look on my face, 
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because they said, “You know, I just don’t want people getting the wrong idea about us.” If 
people know this one thing, they’ll start projecting a bunch of stuff on me. Around the same 
time, I had a conversation with someone down in the synod office about an angry phone call 
they got from a congregant. And this guy was mad because his pastor, so he claimed, chose 
special scripture readings to voice their disapproval for the president’s agenda. Not the 
sermon, the readings. It turns out the special readings the pastor chose were—wait for it—
the appointed texts from the Revised Common Lectionary. Which means that that Sunday’s 
texts were chosen in 1994. Sometimes you don’t have to do much for people to get the 
wrong idea about you.   

When we reduce politics to national elections and palace intrigue, we feel powerless 
to make a difference in our communities. And when we expand partisanship to include 
everything, we feel powerless to define our own identity. And so, no surprise, we end up like 
the disciples looking up into heaven waiting for someone else to fix our problems or for 
someone else to tell us who we really are. 

But Jesus’s isn’t content to just leave the disciples to their own devices. So Jesus 
promises them the power of the Holy Spirit. The power that Jesus promises the disciples is a 
very different kind of power from the kind of power they want. It’s not the narrow political 
power we often speak about. And it’s not the power to categorize the world into boxes of 
our own making. It’s the power of the Holy Spirit. Which means that it’s the power that 
enlivened Jesus’s whole life and ministry. It’s good that the power that led him to the cross, 
and the power that raised him from the dead.  

And it’s good that that’s the kind of power God promises to give us. Because what 
the world needs, what our community needs, is not a more liberal church or a more 
conservative church or even a more moderate church. What it needs is a more cruciform 
church. A church shaped by death and resurrection of Christ. A church that bears the 
wounds of the world and a church that reflects the light of the resurrection to all who live in 
fear. 

It’s tempting to just throw up our hands. We are never going to agree on everything. 
We are never going to get every issue right. We are never going to get it perfect. We are 
never going to be quite where God is calling us to be. And so there’s always a temptation to 
just pack up and go home. But, Jesus says, “stay in the city, and wait for the gift of the Holy 
Spirit.” Stay in the city. Stay engaged. Stay together.  

Because God is still making us a cruciform church. A church that is being formed 
and shaped by Jesus’s resurrection. So that you have the power to “bring good news to the 
oppressed.” So that you have the power to “bind up the brokenhearted.” So that you have 
the power to “proclaim liberty to the captives.” And, most important, so that you have the 
power to proclaim, “Alleluia! Christ is Risen.”        

 
 

Joseph Schattauer Paillé, Pastor 


