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A Homily by                         “What’s Next”
The Reverend Jo Popham            Ascension Sunday

May 20, 2012
Acts 1:1-11

Ephesians 1:15-23
Luke 24:44-53

What’s next?

After being resurrected, Jesus appeared to his disciples on the road to Emmaus, and he

appeared to others. He even barbequed some fish and ate with them as proof that he was

really alive, that he was truly human like them and like us. He spoke of being the

fulfillment of the Old Testament, the prophecies in Scripture. He reminded them of his

promises. He reiterated his commands for them to continue his ministry, to love and to

heal in his name. He led them back to Bethany, out of Jerusalem. And he blessed them

one more time – one last time. Perhaps he said something like: “Go in peace, for you

cannot go where God is not.” Then he “withdrew from them and was carried up into

heaven.”

Did the disciples stand there scratching their heads asking “What’s next?” No, they

went back to Jerusalem to the Temple where they worshiped him – they worshiped Jesus

– and they worshiped God. This marks the end of the Gospel of Luke. In the Acts of the

Apostles the author of Luke picks up where the Gospel left off with a bit of overlap with

the Gospel for Ascension. The disciples went to an upper room where they had been

staying in Jerusalem and prepared for the Scripture to be fulfilled. Peter, and John, and

James, and Andrew, Philip and Thomas, Bartholomew and Matthew, James son of

Alphaeus, and Simon the Zealot, and Judas son of James, together with certain women,

including Mary the mother of Jesus steeled themselves for what came next. They

prepared for the Holy Spirit to come upon them. They were constantly worshipping

Jesus. My brother and sisters, this was the birth of the Christian church. For the disciples

Ascension was the bridge between the then and the now to continue the work they were
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commissioned to do. We too are to be the bridge between the old and the new. The

disciples had to find a way to worship and to proclaim Jesus’s saving work to all nations

– to all people. That is what was next for them. But what’s next for us?

There is a majestic mural that depicts the Ascension of the Lord high on the wall over

the doors of my former home church in New Orleans. On the occasion of his visitation to

the parish one Palm Sunday, the Bishop called attention to the painting of our Lord being

lifted into heaven, with Jesus’s arms held high as he ascended into the clouds. In talking

with the Bishop after service that Sunday he told Jim and me that Jesus is up there on the

wall was saying “What’s next?”

Indeed what is next for us and for the Christian church? I am reading a new N.T.

Wright book entitled “How Shall We live?” I commend it to you, for it has much to teach

us about ourselves as Christians.

In this season of Easter through the resurrection a new thing has begun. Because of

what happened to Jesus on Easter Day, because of his resurrection we – and all his

followers – have experienced a new creation. How then are we to live? What is next for

us after becoming a new creation through baptism into the Christian faith? What are our

responsibilities as Christians – to the world and to ourselves? For what have we been

made and redeemed? If we are to spread the gospel to all nations – to everyone – how do

we do that in a world that is not predominately Christian? Or in a world where Christians

have lost their way?

The New Testament is not Chicken Soup for the Soul. The Bible is not God’s little

instruction book; it is not a book of rules on how to get into heaven. The New Testament

does offer much to be interpreted about ideals to live a virtuous life. But Bishop Wright –

and I – believe that the narratives of Jesus’s life and his teachings are more than that. To

what end do we learn about what it means to be a Christian? Could it be as simple as to

shape the character of us individually and together so that we can live into who God
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meant us to be? Could it be that God wants to make the world right, and that God wants

us to be part of that process?

Have you ever dreamt of making a difference in the world? I think we all have.

Wouldn’t it be wonderful if our dreams of freedom and beauty and order for the world

could come true? How might we do that?

What’s next? What am I here for? If I am already saved through Jesus’s saving act on

the cross why should I do anything while I am waiting to die and go to heaven? Why not

just wait it out getting by? Really, what are we supposed to do now that we believe?

If God is trying to form our characters so that we can participate in changing the world

order, we would have to be God’s, wouldn’t we? We would have to worship God alone.

If we worship God fully, do we then have to set aside our desires? What do we have to

do, what do we have to give up to be part of God’s plan. And how do we discern what

God’s plan is for us?

While Jesus was among us human beings, as one of us, the disciples did not worship

him. While he was with them he did teach them; he opened their minds to understand.

But only after he ascended to be with God were they able to take joy in what he had

taught them. And they continually worshipped and blessed God for sending Jesus to

them. My prayer is that we too may find great joy in the Ascension of our Lord, in his

returning to God, so that we too can worship him, knowing that we cannot go where God

is not. May our worship and our mission to make God known through Jesus the Christ

build our character so that we and the church become fully God’s, and may we become

the human being and the human institutions that God made us to be. And may the Holy

Spirit come soon to us and give us the strength to live into the Christians we were

designed to be.

Lord, may it be so. Amen.


