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I’ve been thinking a lot about “absence” these days…  

“Absence” = …“the state of being away from a place or person” (Oxford)… …“the state or condition in which 

something expected, wanted or looked for is not present or does not exist … the state or condition in which 

something is absent” (Merriam Webster) 

When someone important is absent from me, it becomes clearer than ever how important that person is to 

me… what that person means to me.   

The little things that can get overlooked in our togetherness come to the surface in our apartness… and the 

clarity of those memories can, at times, tear my heart right open.  I see things so much more clearly—the 

qualities I’ve overlooked / looked past (or forgotten)… the opportunities I’ve missed…        

To my surprise, the quirks / idiosyncrasies that sometimes drove me crazy… somehow become “endearing” 

at a distance (the things I miss the most)—for they are the very things that make that someone someone 

(and not just anyone).   

And… if the relationship is deep and true and strong, the absent one has a way of becoming present—if not 

in body… then in mind / memory / spirit.   

What is sure is this: there is no sense of absence where there has been no sense of presence.  What makes 

absence hard… what makes absence hurt / ache… is the memory of what used to be but is no longer.  You 

can’t miss what you’ve never known!   

There is a sense of loss in absence; but there is also hope—that what happened once can happen again…  

 

Some think of Jesus’ ascension like an excuse for Jesus’ absence:  Because he ascended, Jesus is gone… 

Since Jesus “ascended into heaven to sit at the right hand of the Father”… we have been “left behind” / we 

have been left on our own…    

But if you read Luke and Acts … you see pretty quickly that that idea doesn’t hold much water.   

Luke begins his sequel, Acts, by saying that his first book had to do with “all the things that Jesus began to 

do and teach until the day he was taken up to heaven…” – the implication, of course, is that Jesus has NOT 

finished his work…  

“Now, in my 2nd book,” Luke continues, “I’m going to tell you what Jesus continued to do after he was taken 

up into heaven.”   

The first part of Jesus’ ministry was on earth… in his body… by the power of the Holy Spirit.  Then he 

ascended into heaven… and that was the “turning point” in Jesus’ mission.  The second part of Jesus 

ministry is from heaven… through his body, the church… by the power of the Holy Spirit.     

 

“You are witnesses to these things,” Jesus told his disciples as he directed their attention to their role in the 

world.  Go… and proclaim “repentance and forgiveness of sins in my name… to all nations, beginning in 

Jerusalem” and spreading out (like ripples that move outward when a stone is thrown into a puddle of 

water) “to all Judea and Samaria… and to the ends of the earth.” 
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Jesus knew, of course, that they wouldn’t be able to do this on their own; but they wouldn’t have to.  He 

told them to wait—to wait for his Spirit to come upon them… to be his abiding presence with them… to 

empower them… to guide them.  And then the blessed them.  That was the disciples’ last glimpse of their 

friend, their teacher, their Lord.  They saw his hands raised… and they heard him offering words of 

blessing—a blessing that would continue to fall upon them throughout their ministries.   

A mission… a promise… a blessing—that’s what the risen Jesus set before his disciples before he departed, 

ascending into heaven.   

A mission… a promise… a blessing—that’s what Jesus sets before us—his church—today!   

 

As you know, the ascension is one of the basic tenets of our faith.  When we join together to confess our 

faith, we say: “On the third day, he rose again; he ascended into heaven, he is seated at the right hand of 

the Father, and he will come to judge the living and the dead.”  But what exactly do we mean when we say 

this?  Why is this statement of faith important?    

The resurrection of Jesus made real the good news that death is NOT the final word.  Easter proved that 

God’s power to give life is greater than the power of sin / death.   

The ascension takes the good news one step further, affirming that Jesus has been given the place of honor 

/ position of power and authority… that Christ has come full circle, you might say… in the words of Paul, 

“God has put all things under his feet and has made him the head over all things for the church, which is his 

body, the fullness of him who fills all in all.”   

The ascension announces Jesus as Lord and King of ALL the earth—NOT just a distant memory… NOT just a 

far-off hope… BUT a living reality, present here and now, through whom God is at work to do a new thing.   

So contrary to what some assume, the ascension doesn’t mean that Jesus is “absent” / “out of play” until 

the end of time.   

If we think that Jesus’ ascension means that he is now “absent” / removed from us… then we’ve missed the 

point completely.  Jesus departs this earth physically… so that he can fully exercise his power / his authority 

over ALL things… ALL places… ALL powers… for ALL time!  Jesus’ ascension is NOT the “wrap up” of his 

ministry; it is his way of “spreading it out.”     His departure is NOT the end of the story; it simply initiates 

the next chapter of God’s story of salvation.  

On the day of his ascension, the responsibility for spreading the good news… for feeding the hungry… for 

welcoming the stranger… for offering forgiveness and healing—for doing what he had done—was handed 

on to his followers.  And it’s been that way every since.   

The story is told that on ascending into heaven, Jesus went to God his Father to give a report about his 

time on earth.  All the angels and archangels gathered around to hear what Jesus had to say about his 

experiences among the women and men walking on earth.   

Jesus told about preaching and teaching; he told about how he had tried to tell the world about God’s 

great love.  He said that there were some people who seemed to be persuaded and followed him 
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around as he traveled from place to place.  He told about denial and betrayal… and disciples running 

away in fear.  He also told about his trial, crucifixion, and death.   

When he came to the part of how he had entrusted his followers with the responsibility of spreading 

the good news of God’s love… to continue to tell the story—one the angels gasped aloud and said: 

“Oh, but Jesus… what if they fail?!”  And Jesus replied, “I have no other plan.”   

“Men of Galilee, why do you stand looking toward heaven?”  That’s what the two men in white robes said 

to the disciples standing there that day.   

We know those “men in white robes” were angels—messengers sent by God… to remind Jesus’ friends that 

IF they wanted to see him again, it was no use looking up.  They simply needed to look around—at each 

other… at the world… at the ordinary people in their ordinary lives… because that’s where they were going 

to find him—NOT the way they used to know him, but the new way… NOT in his body, but in them…  

No one could have guessed what an astounding thing would happen when the disciples stopped staring up 

into the empty sky… and looked at each other instead.  On the surface, it was NOT a grand moment; but in 

the days and years to come, it would become crystal clear what had happened.  For with but a mission… a 

promise… and a blessing… those eleven became “the church”—Christ’s body in the world… and nothing 

was ever the same again (beginning with them).   

The ascension, you see, is the “hand off”… the commissioning of Jesus’ followers to take on his ministry… to 

continue what he began… to BE “the church, which is his body” in the world—healing… feeding… caring… 

listening… sharing… making God’s love and grace and mercy known… as Jesus did…    

This story is important… because it reminds us of our calling / of our mission.  It reminds us WHAT the 

church is… and WHY the church exists…   

In the words of Teresa of Avila from the 16th century: God of love, help us to remember that Christ has no 

body now on earth but ours, no hands but ours, no feet but ours.  Ours are the eyes that see the needs of 

the world.  Ours are the hands with which to bless everyone now.  Ours are the feet with which he is to go 

about doing good… now.”   

 

Do we yearn to “return to church”… to feel the presence of our “absent” Lord (especially these days)?   

Do we long for assurance that we have NOT been left behind… on our own?   

Dear friends, don’t just stand there… looking up toward heaven!  Look around you instead!   

• WE are his body, the church—whether we are together or apart.   

• WE are his witnesses… wherever we are!   

• WE are his presence in this world!  So let his light and love shine through you – today and every day!   

We will never change the world by going to church… only by BEING the church!   

Amen.   

 


