
 

 

 

 

 

May 11, 2021 

Dear Brothers and Sisters of the Mechanic Grove Church of the Brethren in the Diaspora. 

Grace and peace to you from God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ. 

We were blessed this past Mother’s Day Sunday with a very challenging sermon from our 

associate pastor, Mary Etta, who reminded us of the importance of passing on the faith to our 

children and generations who follow. A visible expression of that was witnessed at the 10:30 

service when Jake & Brittany Holzhauer dedicated Wade and Remington and Katherine Tshudy 

dedicated David. Continue to lift up these children and their parents as they seek to be families 

who honor Christ as head of their homes. 

It is so good to see more people attending our worship services as vaccines are more available. 

The sooner we get our vaccines, the sooner we can return to more normal ways of interacting 

safely. 

This coming Sunday’s focus will be on the ascension of Jesus. A guest musician will be with us 

at both worship services. Tenor, Lamar Dourte, will join me in singing a duet which we have 

shared in many Ministers of Music concerts. Lamar will also sing a solo at the 8:15 service. 

Lamar has sung in several of the premier choral groups in Lancaster County and has had the 

lead in several operas with the Lancaster Opera Company. 

Following the 10:30 service we will gather at 11:45 in the sanctuary for our Spring 

Congregational Business Meeting which will also be live-streamed. Packets with the agenda 

and reports were made available last Sunday. If you got a packet last week, bring it with you to 

the meeting. Additional packets will be available in the Gathering Area. 

May 23 is Pentecost Sunday when we will celebrate the birthday of the church when the Holy 

Spirit descended upon the believers who gathered in Jerusalem. 

Be sure to note that on Sunday, May 30, we will have an outdoor service the grove at 9:30. 

This will be a combined service with Sunday school following. 

For this week’s piece of personal trivia, I will focus on my fascination with trains. As a child my 

parents would take me by train from Harrisburg to Philadelphia over the Christmas season and 

do shopping at the famous John Wanamaker’s store with the spectacular Christmas display in 

the Grand Court and the eighth floor toy department complete with a monorail for the kids to 

peer down on all the toys. We also traveled by train to New York City. In junior high I traveled 

on the train by myself to Pittsburgh to visit my brother and his family several times. In  
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seminary Lib and I took the train from Fort Wayne, Indiana to Lancaster, which included going 

around the famous Horseshow Curve near Altoona. Over the years I took the train to Atlanta, 

Georgia for a youth conference, and the other year took the train to Indiana for a conference 

and for revival services. Those trains from Lancaster to Indiana were packed with Amish. With 

my beard, I felt right at home! Train travel in Alaska, China, Germany, Austria and England 

were some memorable experiences. All of this translated to a hobby of model trains. As a kid I 

had a big train layout in my parent’s home (O-27 gauge Lionel and Kline trains, buildings and 

accessories). During December I continue to claim a quarter of our living room for my three 

trains and two trolleys and a large Plasticville town with all kinds of buildings. One train trip on 

my bucket list is to take the trip across the Rocky Mountains in Canada. I still enjoy hearing the 

call of the conductor: ‘All aboard!’ 

May the God of glory guide you safely and protect you in all your travels. 

 

Bob Kettering, Interim Senior Pastor   

 

 

 

 

            UP, UP AND AWAY 
 

I. This past Thursday, May 13, was one of the HOLY DAYS for the church which for most of us 
went unnoticed. It is a holy day which used to be observed in western culture as a holiday.  
 
 -in years past it was a day when businesses were closed…a day when school was not in 
session…a day when most churches had special worship services.  Its importance and 
significance in the church and in society was on a near equal plain with Christmas, Good Friday 
and Easter. In many European countries this past Thursday was an official holiday. 
 
 -in the United States however, it is primarily the Amish and conservative Anabaptist 
groups and some liturgical churches which still recognize its importance and regard it as a 
special day and observe it with special worship services. 
 
 -a few generations ago, most Brethren would have also been at worship services on 
this past Thursday because it was considered such a special day in the life of the church. It is 
always observed on a Thursday, forty days after Easter. Brethren never had Christmas Eve 
services a few generations ago; but always had worship services on this day in the middle of 
the week. 
 

II. The special holy day on the church calendar of which I am referring to is Ascension Day, the 
day when we remember the ascension of Jesus from this earth into heaven. Many years ago 
Ascension Day ceased to be a holiday in our nation and has nearly vanished as an observance 
in the Christian church. We still list it in our church directory but that’s about it. 
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 -few of us remember anything of Ascension Day worship services and most of us have 
heard very little about the ascension of Jesus in the church or over the pulpit. I was privileged 
to attend an Ascension Day worship service at Westminster Abbey in London in 2007 when I 
was in England for a two-week Pastoral Excellence study tour. 
 
 -in the Mechanic Grove Church of the Brethren we annually observe Senior High Youth 
Sunday, Junior High Youth Sunday, Mother’s Day, Father’s Day, Southern End Celebration 
Sunday, Thanksgiving Eve, Christmas Eve, Palm Sunday, Maundy Thursday, Good Friday, 
Easter and Pentecost…but what has happened to Ascension Day? It seems to have gone 
missing not only as a holiday in our country but also as a holy day in the church. 
 
 -I am reminded of the two little boys who were always getting into trouble at home. 
Their mother decided to send the older of the two to have a chat with their pastor. The little 
boy sat in a big chair across the room from the pastor. The pastor looked at the little guy and 
asked: ‘Where is God?’ The little boy feeling a bit intimidated did not know what to say. The 
pastor asked again: ‘So, where is God?’ At that, the little boy ran out of the pastor’s office, 
went straight home and grabbed his little brother and said: ‘Wow we are in big trouble. God is 
missing and they think we had something to do with it.’ 
 

III. Why is observing Ascension Day missing in our church? Are we possibly uncomfortable with 
the thought of trying to explain Jesus floating through the air to heaven in this enlightened 
scientific age? We readily embrace the incarnation of Jesus, when God became man in the 
baby of Bethlehem. We sing the joyous strains of ‘Christ is risen today’ on Easter Sunday. 
 

IV. But the stanzas of the songs are strangely silent in the church when it comes to the         
ascension of Jesus. Hymns related to the ascension of Jesus are scarce…and yet in the        
Apostles Creed, the affirmation of Jesus’ ascension is central to the beliefs of the church. 
  

-the Apostles Creed states this: ‘On the third day he rose again; he ascended into 
heaven; he is seated at the right hand of the Father, and he will come again to  judge the 
living and the dead’. 
 

V. For today’s text we turn to the Book of Acts chapter 1. In order to get a grasp of the scenario 
set before us in this text, I am going to center this sermon around four actions I would like to 
identify as: LINGERING ON….LIFTED UP….LEFT BEHIND….and LOOKING AHEAD. 
 
 -first of all, let’s recount what happened to Jesus immediately AFTER his resurrection 
from the grave. Luke, who is the author of the Book of Acts, tells us in verse three that Jesus 
lingered on among his disciples for a period of forty days following his resurrection.  
 
 -now, why would Jesus linger? What purpose did it serve for Jesus to stay on earth, 
when clearly his desire was to be back with his Father in heaven? God had raised Jesus from 
the dead….he conquered death and the grave….he redeemed humanity through his death and 
resurrection. What more was there for him to do on earth? Salvation’s work was done! Why 
did Jesus linger on for those 40 days? 
 

VI. The answer, I believe is provided by Luke in verses 3-6. And here are three propositions: 
  
-first of all, Jesus lingered on to provide proof of his resurrection. Luke tells us that Jesus 
presented himself alive by many convincing proofs. 
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-secondly, Jesus lingered on to preach about the Kingdom of God. Maybe now, his 
disciples would understand that his kingdom is not an earthly kingdom, but a spiritual one. 
 

-thirdly, Jesus lingered on to prepare his disciples for the coming of the Holy Spirit. 
Luke says Jesus ordered his disciples not to leave Jerusalem until they had been baptized by 
the Holy Spirit.  
 

VII. If Jesus had ascended into heaven immediately after his resurrection, many of  his adversaries 
would have claimed that he had not REALLY RISEN from the dead, but that his body was 
stolen by robbers or hidden by his disciples to create a fictitious story about Jesus raising from 
the dead.  
 
 -Jesus needed to provide convincing proof that he was indeed alive. The Greek word 
tekmerion, translated as ‘proof’ is a powerful word; which suggests it was a sure sign… 
positive proof…undisputable evidence…that Jesus was alive! 
 
 -other scriptures also elaborate on these positive proofs: there was the appearance to 
Mary Magdalene by the open tomb…there was the breakfast by the seaside with his 
disciples…there was his appearance to the disciples and inviting Thomas to place his finger in 
his wounds…there was the encounter of Jesus and two disciples on the road to Emmaus.  
 

VIII. In fact, in I Corinthians chapter 15, verse 6 the Apostle Paul says that he can document that 
Jesus appeared to over 500 people in that 40-day period and further Paul indicates that he has 
eyewitnesses to prove it! 
 
 -the resurrection of Jesus is not just a matter of hearsay; but well documented by 
hundreds of people who saw him alive and encountered the resurrected Christ. 
 

IX. Jesus’ mission had been so misunderstood during his earthly ministry. Many thought the 
Kingdom of God would have an earthly king. Following his crucifixion and resurrection, people 
might now understand the true meaning of the Kingdom of God and so Jesus used those 40 
days to set the record straight about the true nature of the Kingdom of God. 
 
 -God had more in store for his disciples once Jesus would leave this earth. God would 
not abandon us but would send another as John recorded. The Comforter, the Holy Spirit who 
would be among us and within us. Jesus needed to prepare his disciples for the coming of the 
Holy Spirit. Why did Jesus linger on? To provide proof of his resurrection…to preach precisely 
about the Kingdom of God….and to prepare his disciples for the coming of the Holy Spirit.  
 

X. Jesus did not linger on long….forty days after his resurrection he was lifted up and ascended 
back to his Father in heaven. The second action of our text are the two words: lifted up.  
 
 -a bank in Binghamton, New York sent a floral arrangement to a client whose business 
had moved into a new building. There was a mix-up at the florist and the card sent to the new 
building executive with the flowers read: “With our deepest sympathy”. The florist apologized, 
but was even more embarrassed when he learned that the floral arrangement sent in memory 
of a deceased loved one read: “Congratulations on your new location”. 
 -the good news of the ascension of Jesus is that he moved to a new location…Jesus 
ascended to heaven and now lives and reigns with God in heaven. Acts 1 verse 9 says: ‘Jesus 
was lifted up in a cloud which took him out of their sight.’ 
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XI. I cannot comprehend what the ascension of Jesus was like. Some of you may have been to 
Cape Canaveral in Florida and witnessed a space shuttle take off from its launch pad with fire 
and smoke and thunderous sounds as a gradual ascent lifted the space craft from the earth 
and up…up….up…up…until it disappeared from the naked eye in space. A few years ago Lib 
and I saw a rocket take off into the sky from the balcony of our room in St. Augustine. It was 
quite a sight. 
 
 -I do not think the ascension of Jesus was anything like that in either its spectacular 
sight or sound. But the emotion of those witnessing Jesus’ departure was every bit as 
emotional and even more so, than that experienced by eyewitnesses to a rocket launch. 
 
 -nor was Jesus like the characters in star trek who are beamed up through a 
transmutation of cells into another place. Luke tells us simply that Jesus was lifted up in a 
cloud. The symbolism of the cloud is prominent throughout the scriptures as a symbol of God’s 
presence. Jesus’ ascension was not some blast-off into outer space; nor a beaming up to 
heaven. 
 

XII. Jesus was being embraced and enfolded into God’s glory. He was transfigured from a physical 
presence into a spiritual entity. His body was miraculously changed to soul and it was 
witnessed by his disciples. It is like the miracle which happens at death when we are 
transported from this body to our spirit being united with God in heaven. 
 

XIII. Have you ever witnessed someone die? I have on occasion. Lib and I were with my mother 
when she breathed her last; and there was a change, undeniable as we witnessed soul and 
body separate…peacefully…with a sure release from this life to the next. 
 
 -I cannot explain how it happens, and neither can I explain what happened to Jesus at 
his ascension. I know it happened and there were eyewitnesses to his ascension, and I accept 
it on faith. Theologian Leonard Sweet would talk about this as moving from the question into 
the mystery. Why did Jesus leave the earth? Why did he ascend back to heaven? Wasn’t there 
a lot more left for him to do on earth?  
 

XIV. Jesus went back to heaven for one primary reason. The reason Jesus gave is recorded in John 
chapter 14. Jesus said: “Believe in God, believe also in me. There is plenty of room in my 
Father’s house for you. If that were not so, would I have told you that I am on my way to get 
a room ready for you, so that you can live where I live?” 
 
 -in heaven, Jesus is preparing a place for you and for me. So that when OUR souls 
depart this world, WE will have a place to dwell for eternity; united with God the Father and 
Jesus, His Son. Jesus lingered on for forty days; he was lifted up into heaven. And thirdly, our 
text of the morning talks about those who were left behind. 
 
 -when we hear the words ‘left behind’ today most people think of the rapture and those 
who are left behind. Books and movies abound on this subject by sprinkling scriptures with 
spurious scripts thus leading a whole host of people forming a fictional future based on a little 
scripture and a whole lot of conjecture thus creating a whole culture of crystal ball Christians 
intent of discovering times and dates of Christ’s return. Jesus said in verse 7 about end times: 
“It is not for you to know the times or periods set by the Father”. 

XV. When Jesus was lifted up into the cloud; the disciples just stood there dumbfounded…. looking 
up into heaven…not sure what to say or do. But Jesus told them what to do. The very last 
thing Jesus said to his disciples is the same thing Jesus wants you and me to do...’Be my 
witnesses in Jerusalem, in all Judea and Samaria and to the ends of the earth’. 
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 -Jesus is giving us a strategy for evangelism. He is building concentric circles to 
witness; first be my witnesses here in the southern end of the county and then throughout 
Lancaster County and then throughout the State and then throughout the United States and 
then to the ends of the earth. 
 
 -we don’t need some slick strategy to save souls but as a church and as individuals we 
need a practical plan to promote the propagation of our witness. I hope to have an Invite A 
Friend Sunday this Fall. 
 

XVI. BE MY WITNESSES, Jesus said. This is not a subtle suggestion but a concrete command. Be 
my witnesses in your families and in your neighborhoods; in your workplace and school. 
Wherever you are and wherever you go: BE MY WITNESSES. 
 
 -tell the Jesus story…invite others to be part of the Kingdom of God. BE MY 
WITNESSES. Jesus says: “Don’t just stand there with your mouth open looking into 
heaven”...tell others… invite others to church…welcome others to your Sunday school 
class…work for justice in our world…meet the needs of others in the name of Jesus. 
 

XVII. If the ascension of Jesus is to have any meaning for us; it is a clarion call to action. Stop 
standing there looking up…speak up…speak out…BE MY WITNESSES. Jesus said: ‘Stop 
speculating about end times’ and live in the NOW! It has been said some Christians are so 
heavenly they are no earthly good. 
  

-be my witnesses in Nigeria and North America, Iran and India, Chile and China, Korea and 
Cambodia. Yes, the ascension of Jesus may make us feel as if we have been left behind…but 
friends…we are not left alone. 
 

XVIII. The final focus of our scripture text talks about looking ahead. When Jesus ascended into 
heaven; he promised that the Holy Spirit would come upon us to empower us and comfort us 
and guide us so that we can be effective witnesses for our Lord. Left behind but not left alone.   
 
 -and as we look ahead there is the assurance that Jesus will come again. The angel 
told those who had witnessed Jesus’ ascension: ‘This Jesus who has been taken up from you 
into heaven will come in the same way you saw him go into heaven.’ 
 

XIX. Yes, Jesus is coming again! Of that day and hour we do not know. Let’s not quibble over the 
particulars of Bible prophecy and end times. Churches have split over these spurious 
speculations. But let us all agree that Jesus is coming to culminate his creation and usher in 
the new age when every eye will see him; when every knee shall bow before him and when 
every tongue will confess that Jesus Christ is Lord.  
 
 -whenever that day may be…soon or far away...be faithful…be fruitful and BE 
WITNESSES FOR CHRIST. 

 


