
Sermon for the Ascension 
Sunday, May 28, 2017 

“The Ascension Story is Our Story” 

Text: Luke 24:44-53; Acts 1:1-11 

I speak to you in the name of the one true God:  Father, Son, and Holy 
Spirit.  Amen. 

The Solemnity of the Ascension of Our Lord is a major holy day of 
the Church.  It occurs forty days after Easter.  As you have heard me say 
many times, forty is an important number in scripture.  It appears in the 
Bible 159 times.  The number forty is often, but not always, associated 
with trials, temptation, and judgment.  In the Book of Numbers, God 
called forty years a generation.  Forty is the number of days and nights 
of the Great Flood and the number of days Noah waited before he opened 
the windows of the ark.  Moses spent the first forty years of his life living 
in Egypt in the house of the Pharaoh, then another forty years in Midian, 
and the final forty years leading the Israelites out of Egypt toward the 
Promised Land.  Forty is the number of years the Israelites wandered in 
the wilderness after the Exodus from Egypt and they were sustained by 
manna those forty years.  Moses spent forty days and nights with God on 
Mt. Sinai, and he did that twice.  Later in the Book of Judges, the 
Israelites were held in captivity by the Philistines for forty years because 
of their evil ways in the sight of God.  Goliath taunted Israel for forty 
days and nights before being vanquished by David.  Eli was a judge over 
Israel forty years, and three great kings of Israel—David, Solomon, and 
Joash—all reigned for forty years.  The prophet Ezekiel lay on his right 
side, as directed by God, for forty days to bear the iniquity of Judah.  
Jonah told the city of Nineveh they had forty days to repent, and they did.  
For forty days, Jesus fasted and was tempted in the wilderness at the 
beginning of his public ministry.  Forty is a number that is connected 
with important displays of God’s movement in the lives of humans, and 
the Ascension is like a response to all the forties of the past.  It marks the 
completion of the incarnate God here on earth; Jesus went back to the 
place where he came from, just like he said he would.  The Ascension is 
a major milestone in the story of the Resurrected Christ, so we have 
transferred its celebration from last Thursday, which was the actual 
fortieth day, to today, so we can all benefit from hearing the story. 

I’d like to call your attention to the two Ascension stories we have 
today: one from the Gospel according to Luke, and the other from the Acts 
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of the Apostles.  These are two of the lectionary readings appointed for 
Ascension in Years A, B, and C.  What’s interesting about these two 
stories is that the were written by the same author. The Gospel of Luke 
starts out with Jesus’s birth and genealogy.  It leads us through the life 
of Jesus and ends at the Ascension.  Acts picks up where Luke left off:  at 
the Ascension.  Acts is Part 2 of an entire narrative of the life Jesus Christ, 
known as Luke-Acts, and the lasting effect he had on earth while he was 
here and after he was gone; Acts tells the rest of the story of how the life 
of Jesus the Christ here on earth resulted in an everlasting effect on 
humanity.  But as I was thinking about these two similar versions of the 
story, I was struck by how they are different.  In the Gospel account, 
Jesus opened the minds of his disciples to the scriptures.  He told them 
how he had to suffer death and rise from the dead in order that the 
forgiveness of sins could be proclaimed in his name to all nations, 
beginning from Jerusalem, so he reminded them of their commission.  He 
ended by reassuring them that he would send down a guide, the Holy 
Spirit, as he had promised.  Then he blessed them, and then he left them.  
They went out, returned to the temple in Jerusalem and rejoiced.  It 
sounds a lot like church, doesn’t it.  There’s something liturgical about 
the way the story is told; the disciples heard the word and were 
spiritually fed, then they were blessed, and then they went out to tell the 
story with joy.  That’s the way we’re supposed to do it.  Then there’s the 
version from Acts.  Acts starts out by retelling the story of the day Jesus 
ascended into heaven.  It says the same thing, only this time we get more 
details.  It ends with Jesus telling them to be his witnesses “in Jerusalem, 
in all Judea, and in Samaria, and to the ends of the earth.”  Then he left 
them to join the company of heaven, and the disciples were left a bit 
stunned and puzzled.  Now Jesus was gone and the work of what they 
were commanded to do was in their hands.  They now held the baton, and 
now it’s their turn to run the race. 

I’d like to call your attention to the copy of a painting that you 
should have picked up as you came in today, or perhaps the ushers put it 
in your bulletins.  It is a painting by Pietro Perugino, painted in the year 
1510, and lives in a church in Tuscany, Italy. It shows the Ascension.  But 
I’d like to point out two things:  first, look at the faces of the people in the 
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story.  Clearly they are 
perplexed.  They are in 
wonder and awe, but they also 
look kind of scared.  I’d also 
like you to note the three 
central figures on the ground.  
On the left, we see a man with 
a sword.  That’s Paul.  On the 
right is a man with a key.  
That’s Peter.  And the woman 
dressed in red and blue is 
front and center directing our 
attention to Christ—who 
would that be?  It’s the 
Blessed Virgin, as always, 
directing our attention to 
Christ.  Now I know this 
depiction is a bit 
anachronistic, meaning there 
are elements that didn’t occur 
in the time frame depicted.  Paul would not have been at the Ascension, 
since he hadn’t experienced his conversion yet.  But the message of the 
painting captures the message of the Ascension.  As Jesus was lifted into 
heaven at the Ascension, so are we, and these three saints seen here will 
be our guides and examples for spreading the good news.  Before you 
leave today, you should also take a look at the stained glass window in 
the back, which is also of the Ascension. 

The Ascension story is our story.  As Jesus was lifted high into the 
heavens, so he lifts us up.  God became incarnate and lived among us in 
the person of Jesus Christ to show us how to live in the image of God 
more fully.  In taking human form, Jesus experienced the things that we, 
too, one day will face.  He experienced the best and the worst that 
humanity had to offer.  But, when Jesus ascended into heaven, he didn’t 
leave everything all fixed.  He didn’t clean up all that was wrong in the 
world and then leave when the clean up was done.  No, he came into a 
broken world, and it was still broken when he left, only his time with us 
on earth instructed us and showed us how we can deal with the 
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brokenness, how we can live in the messiness of the world, and in the end 
rise above the messiness and get a glimpse of heaven while here on earth.  
His Ascension also gives us the hope that one day we will do the same—
on the Last Day, we, too will enter into the kingdom of Heaven where we 
will dwell with God for ever. 

Ascension reminds me of a poem by Maya Angelou, entitled Still I 
Rise. 

 “Still I Rise” by Maya Angelou 

You may write me down in history 
With your bitter, twisted lies, 
You may trod me in the very dirt 
But still, like dust, I’ll rise. 

Does my sassiness upset you? 
Why are you beset with gloom? 
‘Cause I walk like I’ve got oil wells 
Pumping in my living room. 

Just like moons and like suns, 
With the certainty of tides, 
Just like hopes springing high, 
Still I’ll rise. 

Did you want to see me broken? 
Bowed head and lowered eyes? 
Shoulders falling down like teardrops. 
Weakened by my soulful cries. 

Does my haughtiness offend you? 
Don’t you take it awful hard 
‘Cause I laugh like I’ve got gold mines 
Diggin’ in my own back yard. 

You may shoot me with your words, 
You may cut me with your eyes, 
You may kill me with your hatefulness, 
But still, like air, I’ll rise. 
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Does my sexiness upset you? 
Does it come as a surprise 
That I dance like I’ve got diamonds 
At the meeting of my thighs? 

Out of the huts of history’s shame 
I rise 
Up from a past that’s rooted in pain 
I rise 
I’m a black ocean, leaping and wide, 
Welling and swelling I bear in the tide. 
Leaving behind nights of terror and fear 
I rise 
Into a daybreak that’s wondrously clear 
I rise 
Bringing the gifts that my ancestors gave, 
I am the dream and the hope of the slave. 
I rise 
I rise 
I rise. 

In Christ, still we rise above the brokenness of the world, higher than 
what anything or anybody can do to us, higher than powers and 
principalities. By pondering the Ascension, we are lifted from being 
slaves to sin to being witnesses of a glimpse the glory of God in heaven.  
Amen. 

 
Resources 

Feasting on the Word for Ascension of the Lord (Year A, Volume 2) 

Still I Rise, a poem by Maya Angelou 

The Ascension of Christ, Pietro Perugino, 1510, https://fineartamerica.com/ 
art/paintings/ascension  


