                        May 28th, 2006, Sermon:    “Why Did Jesus Leave Us?”
                                      ( Acts 1:1-11; Ephesians 4:7-16; John 6:51-69 )

*****************************************************************
     A few years ago Mel Gibson starred in a popular movie entitled "The Patriot."  This movie was about a man who sacrificed a great deal as he fought during the American Revolutionary War.

     There's one scene in that movie I will never forget.  Mel Gibson's character left his children with a neighbor, and during this scene your stomach turned to knots as you watched the look in his children's eyes.  They were thinking:  "Daddy, why are you leaving us?"

     These children's lives were in turmoil.  They were refugees in their own country.  Their mother and brother had died.  So the last thing they wanted was for their father to leave them.  Of course, their father didn't want to leave them.  But he had to leave them because there was a war to fight.  Mel Gibson's character needed to leave and fight so he could help protect his children and others as well.

     I'm sure his children didn't understand when he left – even though he left to fight for them.  Well, eventually Mel Gibson's character did return.  The children were very happy, of course.  
     This past Friday was a special day for Christians around the world.  This past Friday was dedicated to the ascension of Jesus.  Our first reading from Acts chapter 1 focused on this event.  Jesus told His apostles that they would be his witnesses in the world.  After that, Jesus ascended to where He was before He was conceived by the Holy Spirit in the womb of the virgin Mary.  Jesus ascended beyond creation itself into the infinite glory of His Father.

     While the apostles watched Jesus ascend, some angels spoke to them and assured them that Jesus would return in visible form one day.  But in spite of those encouraging words I'm sure the apostles may have been thinking:  "Why did Jesus leave us?"
     Do you ever ask that question when you think about Jesus?  You may wonder:  "Why did Jesus leave us?"  You come to Church.  You sing some hymns.  You hear Holy Scripture read and sermon preached.  Sometimes you witness a person being Baptized.  Sometimes you receive the Lord's Supper.
     But then you go back out into the world where you face stress, evil, trials, temptations, sin and eventually death.  Sometimes God seems to be so far away.  Even when we're here at these Services, God may seem to be absent.
     So, wouldn't it be great if Jesus were actually right here in the flesh?  What if He were here in bodily form right now?  Jesus could shake your hand and say "good morning" and then He could lead the entire Service.

     After that, Jesus wouldn't stay here.  Oh, no!  Jesus would ride home with you in your own car.  He would go to work or school with you.  He would eat every meal with you and go with you on your vacation.  He would even sleep under your own roof.  Wouldn't that be great?

     How would you answer that question?  Sometimes we wish Jesus were with us in bodily form.  But there are many times in our lives when we would not want Jesus around.  We would be uncomfortable.  We would be ashamed.  

     The fact is, we often live as though Jesus were not with us at all and as though He were not aware of our thoughts, words and deeds.  In fact, we might comfort ourselves with the ascension.  We might use the ascension to convince ourselves that Jesus has left us and is not part of our every day lives.

     But we are missing the whole point of the ascension.  You see, Jesus did NOT leave us when He ascended to His Father.  The fact is that Jesus ascended so that He could be closer to us than He ever was when He was with His apostles.

     At the end of Matthew chapter 28 Jesus says:  "I will be with you always, even to the end of the age."  Did you hear Jesus?  He has NOT left us.  He is with us always!  But how can that be, if He ascended to His Father?

     Listen carefully to these words from our Epistle reading.  In Ephesians chapter 4 Paul writes:  "What does 'he ascended' mean except that he also descended to the lower, earthly regions?  He who descended is the very one who ascended higher than all the heavens, in order to fill the whole universe!"
     Did you catch that?  Jesus ascended so He could be closer to us than He ever was before!  Paul said that the ascended Jesus fills the whole universe!  Before the ascension Jesus limited His body to space and time – except for that night when He instituted the Lord's Supper where He gives us His Body and Blood to eat and drink.  But, as Paul said, the ascended Jesus now also fills the whole universe!  There is no place we can go where Jesus is not with us!  This fact is both BAD news and GOOD news.  
     "Jesus fills the whole universe" is BAD news when we live as though Jesus were not with us and when we forget that He knows our very thoughts.  Sometimes the Lord seems far away because we're the ones who have left Him.

     Think about it.  Whenever we choose to think, say or do something that the Lord forbids; whenever we refuse to do the good that God would have us do, during such times we have left Jesus.  In fact, sometimes we live as though He didn't even exist.

     We were given an example of this in our Gospel reading from John chapter 6.  Listen:  "From this time many of Jesus' disciples turned back and no longer followed him.  'You don't want to leave too, to you?' Jesus asked the twelve."

     Did you hear that?  Jesus doesn't leave us.  We leave Him!  Jesus then asked His 12 apostles if they would leave Him, too.  Then, by the grace of God, Peter spoke these blessed words:  "Lord, to whom shall we go?  You have the words of eternal life.  We believe and know that you are the Holy One of God."
     Now, does this mean that from that point on Peter was always faithful and never sinned?  Of course not.  Peter later denied Jesus 3 times.  A few years after that the Apostle Paul had to rebuke Peter for false teaching.  But the Holy Spirit always brought Peter back to His Lord and Savior who will never leave us or forsake us.

     Now you're ready to hear the GOOD news.  If you are ashamed and afraid when you think of all the times you have sinned even though Jesus was right there with you, then take heart.  Jesus is present to forgive you and comfort you.

     Even though Jesus is grieved when He witnesses all of our many sins, He is also present with us to bring us to repentance and comfort us with His mercy.  You see, even though Jesus "fills the whole universe" and is with us wherever we go, God has also given us some very personal ways that He is with us.
     One way the ascended Jesus is with you is when He comes to you in the waters of Holy Baptism.  Your Baptism not only assures you that Jesus is WITH you.  Baptism also assures you that your sins are forgiven.  

     In Holy Baptism the ascended Jesus washed away the guilt of your sin and clothed you with His own innocence.  Therefore, just like Peter, you can repent and return to God every day and know that He is always with you to forgive you and comfort you.

     In addition, Jesus also speaks to you through His Word.  God has given you Holy Scripture where you can read the very promises of God that are written for you.  As your Pastor I read these Scriptures to you but it is the Lord who is speaking to you.  From this pulpit I apply these Scriptures to your life and point you to Jesus who speaks to you with His Word.

     You can continue to hear your Savior's voice as you read the Scriptures during the week and then speak the promises of God to each other.  The ascended Jesus is present in our lives as we speak His Word to one another.

     Finally, as I mentioned earlier, the Lord Jesus gives us His very Body and Blood whenever we receive the Lord's Supper.  Even though the ascended Jesus "fills the whole universe," in the Lord's Supper Jesus gives you His very Body and Blood to assure you that you are forgiven and that He lives within you.
     So, the next time you are tempted to sin, remember that the ascended Jesus is with you.  When you DO sin – and we ALL will! – 

then repent and rejoice in the mercy that you have in Christ.  He forgives you and He will help you to resist the desires of your sinful nature and live your life for God.

     In addition, when times get hard and you experience trials in our life, remember that the ascended Jesus is with you always.  He has NOT left you.  He is closer to you than He ever was with His apostles.  He may not always take away our suffering and trials, but He does promise to work in all things for our good.

     My sermon title is:  "Why Did Jesus Leave Us?"  The answer is:  "So He could reign over all creation for us and be closer t us than He ever was before!"  As Paul said:  "He who descended is the very one who ascended higher than all the heavens, in order to fill the whole universe."  Even though we can't see Him, He is in control and is with us always wherever we go.  He is also with us in a personal way through Baptism, the Scriptures and the Lord's Supper.

     As you leave this place today I want you to remember what the angels said to the apostles.  Their words are also for you:  "This same Jesus, who has been taken from you into heaven, will come back in the same way you have seen Him go into heaven."  
     The ascended Jesus is reigning over all creation.  This is GOOD news for those who trust in Him!  In addition, Jesus is with you always, just as He promised.  This is also GOOD news!  Finally, as the angels said, one day Jesus will return in glory and you will see Him face to face.  This is GOOD news!  Jesus hasn't left you!  Amen!
