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50 Days of Easter

“Perfect Love”

I John 4:7-21, Acts 1:1-11

     Happy Easter!  We’re on day 42/43 of this 50 Day season of celebrating the resurrection of Jesus.  Not only has he risen, but now we also proclaim that he has, in the words of the Apostle’s  Creed, “Ascended into heaven and sitteth at the right hand of God the Father Almighty; from thence he shall come to judge the quick and the dead.”

     From the time of the early church, on the 40th day of Easter, which was this past Thursday, we have observed this amazing moment in which Jesus returns to be with God.  Luke tells this story in two places, in two ways.  The first is at the end of his gospel and the second is at the very beginning of the book of Acts.

     It’s a story that we might be tempted to skip over because it raises so many questions for us.  And yet it’s important not to skip because it reveals another layer of who Jesus is and gives us many clues to questions we often have around death, resurrection, and eternity.  Alyce McKenzie says its important because Jesus “departs as a resurrected body, not a disembodied spirit.  The ascending Jesus and the earthly Jesus are the same, fully human, fully divine.”
     Many of you have asked me whether we will recognize each other in heaven and wondered what our bodies will be like.  This gives us a picture of the way it will be.

     Paul tells us that Jesus experienced it first.  This is what it will be like.  The resurrected Jesus is fully human, fully divine.  His is the same as he was before his death in that the disciples recognized him, but he is also different.  It often takes them a while to realize that it is him.  It is this resurrected body that is the same and yet different that ascends to be with the Father in heaven. 

     So how does Jesus get there?  Luke describes Jesus as going up into the clouds, but we, as rational beings with an understanding of science would wonder whether heaven is really up.  We don’t really think that it is the next stop past outer space and Jesus keeps going up until he gets there.  

     I think that thinking about the Wizard of Oz can help us here.  No one knows exactly where Oz is.  It is “Somewhere Over the Rainbow.”  It’s someplace like this world, but it’s also different.  

     You can get there by tornado, in a runaway hot air balloon.  You can get back home by clicking your heels, if you’re wearing the ruby red slippers.  All of this is to say, it’s a mystery.  The important thing is that it is there and the lessons that are learned there.  

     The ascension of Jesus to heaven and the right hand of God is like this, but even more so.  It is a glimpse into a reality that is beyond our experience and words.  

     The best we can do is to describe it like Dorothy describes Oz.  Those we love are there, but a little different.  It’s wonderful, but we’re not there yet.  We have work to do here.  Dorothy’s glimpse into Oz gives her a renewed heart for her family and her home.

     And in this time in between, during the season of Easter as they meet the resurrected Christ and experience his ascension, Jesus gives them a clear understanding of their work on this earth, in this life.  This time, along with the gift of the Holy Spirit, empowers them to be the church.  And this same call, this same invitation is there for us—to do the work that Jesus commissioned them to do.  Just before he ascended, he gave them a three part instruction:  

1.  Wait.   2.  Receive the power of the Spirit.    3.  Be my witnesses to the ends of the earth.        

     Jesus gives these instructions and then ascends.  It’s a good thing the angels are there because the disciples are a lot like us.  The ascension was so amazing that they forgot what Jesus said.
     So the angels speak up and ask them what they are doing looking up in the sky.  To which the disciples reply, “Huh?”

    “Remember what he told you?  Come on”, they say, “get on with it.  Jesus has given you important work to do.”

     They are to wait, receive power, and to be witnesses to God’s amazing love in Jesus Christ… perfect love as John would say.
     As I was thinking about these two scripture passages side by side, it dawned on me that Jesus’ instructions can teach us a lot about receiving, living in and sharing God’s perfect love.  
     First, the disciples are instructed to go to Jerusalem and wait.  As first we might ask how waiting has to do with perfect love.  But if you love and value someone with a perfect love, it is faithful, patient, and lives in confident trust and hope in regards to the beloved.  

     Most of us, in the way we love, get impatient.  We give up quickly.  We want things our way and now.  Our culture encourages this.  Everything is new and faster.  There’s another new plan before the most recent new plan even has time to be implemented and refined. 

     Waiting makes us pay attention.  It heightens our awareness and it helps us with humility.  The Holy Spirit doesn’t show up on our command or on our time frame.  It takes prayer, study, attentiveness, conversation, allowing for holy space.  

     Waiting on a child to think things through, or on an older relative who has a set schedule, or a spouse to do things on their time frame isn’t easy.  But it’s a key part of loving in the way that God loves us.  

     It is part of unconditional love.  God has great patience with us.  He doesn’t love us because we’re perfect, or because we’ve come to him.  He loves us even before that and loves us so perfectly and unconditionally that he sends Jesus as the atoning sacrifice for us.  And then he waits with patience grace for us to respond.    

     As we love one another with this same patient and perfect love, God lives in us and his love is made complete in us.  
     And that is how we gain power—by waiting on God and living in his love.  The power is the power of love, the Holy Spirit.  John says, “We know that we live in him and he is us because he has given us of his Spirit.”  God’s Spirit gives us power to love in ways we cannot on our won, to love as God has loved us.

     John says perfect love casts out all fear.  This is the greatest change we see in the disciples after the Holy Spirit comes on Pentecost.  Up until this point the disciples are afraid, prone to hiding out in locked rooms.  They are unsure of what to do next.
     But when the perfect love of the Spirit fills them, all fear is gone.  They are clear about their mission and purpose:  to continue the work of Jesus in the world.  

    Too often we live life in fear….fear of what will happen, or what will not happen, of missing out, of not making a difference, of what others think…

     Judith Jones says, “Upheld, surrounded, enfolded by such love, who could be afraid?  To know God’s love is to overflow with God’s love.  We are God’s and God’s love is incarnate in us.”  

     Because of the power of this love, we can do what the angels say, we can “get on with it.”  With our lives overflowing with God’s love, we become witnesses to that love in all we are and do.  

     And then it becomes easy to follow Jesus’ instruction to be witnesses.  Our job as witnesses is to live this love and to invite others to experience and live in this love by sharing the story of Jesus’ crucifixion, resurrection and the gift of salvation freely offered to us by grace through faith.  

     This Ascension Weekend, may we listen and follow the instructions of Jesus so that we can live in and share God’s perfect love.

