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It was a bittersweet day for Jesus and his disciples.  It was a time of transition and 

change, a time of goodbyes and hellos, and a time of endings and new beginnings.  In today’s 

Gospel lesson, we have the privilege of standing there with the disciples as the now-resurrected 

Jesus teaches them, blesses them, and prepares to ascend to heaven and leave them one last time. 

 

What was harder for the disciples?  Was it more devastating to lose Jesus the first time, in 

that chaotic cauldron of theological squabbles, geopolitics, greed, betrayal, brutality, and 

crucifixion?  Or was it harder this time, after he had miraculously returned from the tomb?  I’m 

sure that they held onto at least some slim hope that after conquering death, Jesus might now stay 

with them in this form forever.  But no; he was preparing to leave them, and he offered no clue 

as to when he would return.   

 

Holy Scripture doesn’t explicitly describe how the disciples reacted to this news, or how 

they were feeling.  But I think we can imagine, can’t we?  At best, it was a bittersweet feeling.  

They were grateful for the time God had blessed them all to be together, but now that Jesus was 

leaving for his heavenly home, things wouldn’t be quite the same again.  Would this movement 

Jesus had started dissolve and fade away?  Would the disciples scatter and return to their old 

lives, lives that now would feel a little less whole, and a little less meaningful?  It feels inevitable 

that the disciples that day were a little sad, a little anxious, and a little scared. 

 

That’s how it is with transitions.  We all experience them.  Some transitions are 

particularly hard because they seem so sudden and unexpected, as in the case of a sudden decline 

in health or the unanticipated death of a loved one.  Transitions like that are never easy. 

 

Many of our transitions though are part of life’s normal course, and can be anticipated 

and predicted.  But even they are usually bittersweet moments.  These are transitions like 

sending our children off to school for the first time, or watching them go out on their first “real” 

date.  It happens with graduations.  It happens with marriages.  It happens when we buy or sell a 

house and move.  It happens when we change jobs.  And it happens when we decide it’s time to 

give up our home and move to an assisted living facility.  Full of goodbyes and hellos, and 

endings and beginnings, transitions overflow with a complicated mixture of emotions.  

 

Churches aren’t immune from transitions either.  Some congregations have to face the 

difficult decision to merge or close in an effort to do ministry another way.  Transitions happen 

as parishioners join and depart, as hymnals are replaced, and on days like this, when it’s time to 

vote on a new senior pastor because a beloved shepherd has decided it’s time to retire.  I hope 
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that in this particular transition we are able to feel excitement at the new beginning before us, joy 

and thanksgiving for Pastor Lynn’s very faithful and effective ministry, and happiness at the 

opportunity Pastor Lynn and Lois will now have to maximize their enjoyment and fulfillment in 

the many years together that lay before them. 

 

But transitions – even one like this that we’ve been speaking about and planning for 

many years – are bittersweet and can leave us feeling a little sad, a little anxious, and a little 

scared.  That’s just the nature of change.  We feel it, just as the disciples felt it on that last day 

they spent with Jesus before he ascended to heaven. 

 

Jesus sensed the worries of his disciples and knew the fragility of their hearts.  After all, 

Jesus was not a distant God; he was God enfleshed.  He had witnessed the full range of human 

life, and understood the bittersweet emotions that come during times of transition.  He had 

experienced it firsthand in the Garden of Gethsemane as he prayerfully contemplated his coming 

cross with a mixture of agony and resolution. 

 

And so Jesus reminded his followers of a promise – a steadfast promise of God that was 

initially made in ancient days, and then renewed throughout the generations.  It’s a promise God 

unswervingly stood behind, even when God’s people strayed in their faithfulness.  And it was a 

promise that gave hope and assurance to the disciples even in the face of such a daunting 

transition.  Jesus said, “See, I am sending upon you what my Father promised; so stay here in the 

city until you have been clothed with power from on high."   

 

With these words, Jesus promised the disciples that they would not be abandoned or left 

to fend for themselves.  Power from on high - the Holy Spirit - would come to encourage, 

empower, nourish, guide, and assure them – especially in times of sadness, anxiety, and fear – 

that God is with them.  The disciples would not bear the burden of the Church’s work alone.  In 

the Holy Spirit, they would have God’s presence and God’s help.  They would have everything 

they needed to succeed. 

As the Book of Acts tells us, this promise was fulfilled on the Day of Pentecost.  But 

even more astonishing than the act of God conveying the Holy Spirit was the impact of the Holy 

Spirit in the lives of those disciples.  Peter, who had so famously denied Jesus, became a lion of a 

leader.  The same was true of the other disciples.  By the power of the Holy Spirit, a movement 

that seemed destined to die alongside its charismatic leader instead spread throughout the Empire 

and then the world, led by ordinary people whom the Spirit made extraordinary.  Even one of 

Jesus’s most ardent enemies – Saul of Tarsus – could not resist the Spirit’s light and truth, and 

became the early Church’s most influential leader. 

 

The very Good News I hope you all hear today is that this same Holy Spirit is likewise 

with us in the midst of all our transitions.  And Jesus’s promise of the Holy Spirit’s presence is 

especially true in the transitions that unfold in Christ’s Church.  In the 120 or so years that 

there’s been a Grace Lutheran Church, has the congregation experienced a transition or two?  

Hymnals and liturgies have changed.  Our location changed.  Our building radically changed.  

And of course parishioners and even pastors have come and gone. 
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But in the midst of all of those transitions, the Holy Spirit has been our constant, always 

encouraging, empowering, nourishing, guiding, and assuring the people of Grace Lutheran 

Church.  We’ve been particularly blessed over these past 15 years as Pastor Lynn has led us.  

Through times of mourning, times of joy, times of conflict, and times of reconciliation, the work 

of proclaiming the forgiveness, love, grace, and mercy of Jesus Christ has never ceased in this 

place, because the fire of the Holy Spirit has always illuminated our way forward.  

 

I have every confidence that the Holy Spirit will continue to be vibrantly among us in all 

of our transitions, large and small.  Like the disciples, we do not bear the burden of the Church’s 

work alone.  In the Holy Spirit, we have God’s presence and God’s help, and so we have 

everything we need to succeed.  Grace’s future is very, very bright.  Will we make mistakes 

along the way?  Of course we will.  But we will always err on the side of grace, and our mistakes 

will always be grounded in love, because love is at the core of the Gospel, and love is the 

foundation of the joyous work we have been freed to do and called here to undertake together.  

May God continue to clothe us with power from on high, and bless Grace Lutheran Church to be 

a blessing to the world.  Amen. 


