Seventh Sunday of Easter, Sunday after Ascension, 5th June 2011. Canongate Kirk.

St Luke 24: 49
wait here in this city, until you are armed with power from above.

In the Christian calendar this Sunday after the Ascension brings to an end the series of Sundays we still identify in terms of Easter and anticipates the coming of the Holy Spirit at Pentecost, which we mark with our Holy Communion next week. But for the disciples too, the dramatic ascension of Jesus brought to an end these few weeks after his resurrection, when from time to time he had appeared in their midst every bit as dramatically as he now disappeared from it, and how they must have hoped that it might also bring a return to some sort of normality. For these last six weeks their lives must have been completely on hold. I suppose if truth be told they had been for the last three years, ever since Jesus had called them away from their boats and their nets, from their work places and their home towns, from their families and their friends to follow him wherever he might lead them. And after all their adventures, after all the risks they had taken, they had ended up here in Jerusalem, but it was far from the end of the road. In fact in one sense it was only the beginning. Jesus told them as much just before he left them. “So you see”, he said, “that scripture foretells the sufferings of the Messiah and his rising from the dead on the third day, and declares that in his name repentance bringing the forgiveness of sins is to be proclaimed to all nations BEGINNING from Jerusalem. You are to be witnesses to it all”. But not just witnesses, not just passive observers, not just spectators watching from the sidelines, for he continues “I am sending on you the gift promised by my Father; wait here in this city until you are armed with power from above”. wait here in this city, until you are armed with power from above. 
Probably not exactly what the disciples were hoping to hear at this particular stage of their discipleship. wait here in this city… When Jesus had appeared previously, and particularly when they had been huddled together for safety behind the locked doors of the upper room, he had brought them a sense of peace. “Peace be with you” were literally his opening words. But now he was advising patience too, patience to wait where they were until the power that he had promised would come upon them from above. You can’t help thinking that after six weeks largely cooped up in that upper room they would be desperate to get out, to get back to some sort of normality, to get anywhere far away from the perils and dangers of Jerusalem. But that is simply not an option and they are told in no uncertain terms wait here in this city, until you are armed with power from above. 
Perhaps after all that was the safest thing. Perhaps they were more anonymous in the city where they could blend in with the crowds on the streets. Wait in this city, Jesus told them, not confined to the upper room any longer, or even to the house in which it was set, but simply to stay within the shelter and sanctuary of the city walls. Perhaps beyond those walls they would be more vulnerable, more obvious out on the open road. Perhaps that’s where the authorities would expect to find them, perhaps it’s where they were already searching for them, desperate to prevent them spreading the word of Jesus of Nazareth any further. So maybe it wasn’t such unwelcome advice after all. wait here in this city, until you are armed with power from above. 
At least Jesus gave them a reason to wait, a promise of something worth waiting for. It wasn’t a case of waiting for the sake of it, in the absence of something more constructive to do. No, they were waiting for power, for the power from above to come down upon them. Because Jesus knew they were exhausted after all that they’d been through, at their wits’ end with worry and fear and uncertainty. Left now to their own devices there was no telling what would happen to them or to their great mission. But of course they wouldn’t be left to their own devices, at least not for long, for soon the power from above would come down upon them, the barriers restraining them would be lifted and then they’d be ready again, ready to go out of the city, ready to face the world, ready to proclaim to all nations the message about repentance and the forgiveness of sins, just like he’d told them they must, ready to carry on where he had left off. wait here in this city, until you are armed with power from above.

Lift up your hearts, believers!

This is the holy day

When Jesus, our Redeemer,

Completes salvation’s way.

The forty days are over,

And clouds shine high and bright

As Christ, the overcomer,

Is lifted from our sight

For the final fulfilment of his promise we must wait only another week, for as Ascension Day  - last Thursday - falls forty days after Easter so Pentecost comes fifty days after Easter. Last week also saw the 100th anniversary of another departure – I refer to it in the June newsletter out today – the departure of the Titanic not on its ill-fated maiden voyage, but at its original launching from the shipyard in Belfast where it had been three years in the building. Three years waiting in the city. When the three years of his own ministry came dramatically to an end on the cross, it might have seemed to the friends and followers of Jesus as if their mission had come to as ignominious an end as the Titanic would eventually. But 
Lift up your hearts, believers!

And do not be downcast,

For Jesus, our Redeemer, 

Receives the crown at last.

The thorns of crucifixion

Are changed to stars of light,

And Christ, the Lord of glory,

Is named as God’s delight.
wait here in this city, until you are armed with power from above. So let us wait here in this city, by all means wait here in this city until you are armed with power from above. Then go out, fling wide the gates and go out in that same power to love and serve our risen and ascended Lord of glory. And now may God bless to us this preaching of his most holy word, and to God, Father, Son and Holy Spirit, be all praise and glory now and forever.   Amen.                                                          

