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On two separate occasions, the disciples had to say 
goodbye to Jesus—and on neither occasion did they 
seem to have a clue about what was happening.  In 
neither goodbye did Jesus come right out and say, 
“Well, fellows, it looks like this is goodbye.”  He didn’t 
pull out a suitcase and start packing.  He didn’t look at 
his watch and say, “it’s time for me to be going.” 
 
He said cryptic things like, “I go to prepare a place for 
you,” or “a little while, and you will no longer see me,” 
or “my hour is coming.”  In both the first and second 
goodbye, Jesus was with the disciples one minute, 
and then gone from them the next. 
 
The first goodbye happened during the last meal 
Jesus would share with his disciples before his arrest.  
Jesus washed the disciples’ feet, and then he began 
what in hindsight we call a farewell address.  Judas 
had departed and Jesus talked and talked and talked 
about how the disciples ought to love another, about 
the sadness they would soon experience, about the 
greater joy in the future, about the sufferings and 
persecutions they would face, about how he would 
send them a Comforter, an Advocate, a Holy Friend to 
be with them.  And while Jesus talked, the disciples 
sat at the dinner table folding and unfolding their 
napkins, fiddling with their cups and plates, wondering 



what he meant by all this talk about going away but 
coming again, the world no longer seeing him but they 
would see him.  It sounded for all the world like he 
was leaving for good, but Jesus never said it in so 
many words. 
 
When Jesus finally finished talking, his eyes scanned 
the disciples’ confused sleepy faces and immediately 
he started to pray.  He didn’t invite the disciples to 
pray with him as in, “let’s pray together.”  Instead, the 
disciples were sort of listening in to his prayer about 
them, even as we are listening in on Jesus’ prayer 
about them—which is also about us. 
 
If we cut to the chase of Jesus’ prayer, his prayer 
went something like this, “Lord, help me—everything I 
have worked for in my ministry, I an now leaving in 
the hands of these men—these flawed but faithful 
followers. I’ve taught them everything I know, now it’s 
up to You to guide them.  Now that I’ve done 
everything you asked me to do, please watch over 
these ones who will be carrying on the work in your 
name.  They are yours, Holy Father, please protect 
them.” 
 
Then Jesus went out and was arrested and within 24 
hours was tried, crucified and buried.  For three days, 
the disciples huddled together behind locked doors, 
grieving over the loss and wondering what to do.  
Then Jesus appeared in their midst.  And then a week 
later he appeared again and ate with them.  Then he 



appeared again on the beach, cooked breakfast for 
them, and spent many days teaching and talking to 
them about the kingdom of God. 
 
Which brings us to the second goodbye, this one 
recorded for us in Acts by Luke.  After Jesus’ 
resurrection, he appeared to the disciples for forty 
days, talking about the kingdom of God.  One day, as 
they were gathered together on Mount Olivet, the 
disciples began asking questions such as “When is all 
this going to happen?  When are you going to take 
over the world?  When can we expect the world to fall 
on its face and worship you?”  I suspect there was 
excitement and anxiety in their voices, would they be 
witnesses when Jesus brought all their enemies to 
their knees, watching justice roll down like water and 
righteousness like an ever-flowing stream?  Who 
wouldn’t want to know the particulars? 
 
But Jesus answered, “That’s not for you to know.  
What you are supposed to do is go into Jerusalem 
and wait for the Holy Spirit to come upon you so that 
you can be empowered to be my witnesses in the 
world.”  And as the disciples were thinking up more 
questions to ask about THAT answer, Jesus was 
lifted up and a cloud took him out of their sight.  Just 
like that he was gone—again.  The disciples stood 
there looking up, wondering.  His first goodbye had 
lasted only three days; how long would this second 
goodbye last?  They shielded their eyes, gazed up 
into heaven where he had disappeared, and waited. 



 
Behind them came men in white who said, “What are 
you doing? Don’t look for Jesus up there.  He’s with 
God.  And even though nobody knows when he will 
return, he’ll come back the same way he left.” 
 
And so the disciples stopped looking into the sky, 
went back to Jerusalem, devoted themselves to 
prayer—or as the Greek word conveys, 
“FERVENTLY”  threw themselves into prayer,” 
confident that they would see him soon.  They were 
excited and enthusiastic and ready to work because 
Jesus’ return was just around the corner.  Jesus 
would be back soon, very soon. 
 
If one reads the New Testament in chronological 
order—that is, the order in which the gospels and 
letters and accounts were written—it’s easy to feel the 
fever of Jesus’ imminent return begin to decline.  The 
tingling excitement which flowed through the early 
churches began to wane as the years went by without 
Jesus’ returning.  Eugene Peterson described it as 
“the color draining out of these congregations.” 
 
Those disciples and believers, who had gathered as 
one in Jerusalem, fervently praying together, became 
shattered by division and splintered by differences in 
opinions.  Growing concerns that the Jesus 
Movement was undermining the long-standing Jewish 
faith posed a threat to religious and political 
authorities.  Within about twenty-five years the hope 



of Jesus’ immediate return was replaced by “What do 
we do now?” 
 
If ever we had something in common with those first 
century Christians, it’s that same question, “What do 
we do now?”  Their question is still our question, the 
waiting period now extended to centuries.  Or maybe 
we don’t even think about it anymore, so much time 
has passed since those disciples stood on the hillside 
watching Jesus disappear into the clouds. 
 
Today is Ascension Sunday, which marks the day 
when the present Lord became absent, which may be 
why it is the most forgotten day in the church year.  
Barbara Brown Taylor writes, “who wants to celebrate 
being left behind?  Who wants to mark the day that 
Jesus went out of the world, never to be seen again?  
Hungry as we are for the presence of God, the one 
thing we do not need is another day to remind us of 
God’s absence.” 
 
Which brings us back to Jesus’ prayer for his disciples 
at the last supper.  Think about what Jesus prayed 
that night before he was arrested.  Or rather, think 
about what Jesus didn’t pray.  He didn’t pray for the 
disciples to be perfect.  He didn’t pray for them be 
spared suffering.  He didn’t pray for them to enjoy 
success. He didn’t pray for them to make all the right 
choices. 
 
Jesus prayed that his disciples would remember all 



that he had taught them.  He prayed that his disciples 
would know eternal life on earth, as well as after 
death.  He prayed that God would protect them as 
they lived in the world without his physical presence. 
 
Jesus prayed that prayer in the disciples’ hearing on 
purpose.  He wasn’t praying with them so much as he 
was praying for them—and for every disciple born 
since that time.  You disciples in the 6th century:  
remember what Jesus taught you as you go about 
your daily routine.  You disciples in the 15th century:  
remember when unexpected troubles or sufferings 
confront you, know that you have eternal life.  You 
disciples in the 21st century:  if you feel weak or 
powerless, remember you are protected because God 
holds you in God’s hand. 
 
The truth is, though, for disciples of every culture and 
in every age, it’s tough to focus on what Jesus taught, 
what Jesus prayed for all of us disciples.  It’s hard not 
having Jesus here physically here, to answer our 
questions about what’s the right thing to do or say, 
how should we interpret this scripture or parable?  All 
these denominations would unify, divisions could be 
healed, spiritual problems solved in a snap if Jesus 
was here. 
 
Just think about how hard it is when someone in your 
organization retires and he or she was the “go to” 
person!  Like Charlie Bundy, for example, who will be 
retiring soon.  He’s the one who knows all the ins and 



outs of the five different HVAC systems.  He knows 
which door doesn’t quite close and has to be 
checked.  He knows which one of 25 keys goes to this 
lock.  He knows where seasonal church stuff is stored 
and how to hang this banners! 
 
Or remember the first time you cooked your first 
meal—how much easier it had been with an 
experienced cook beside you, stirring and giving you 
instructions and smoothing over any cooking mistakes 
you made. 
 
Or after the death of a loved one, you realized all that 
person had done for you, the laundry or paid the bills. 
 
It’s hard not to have someone physically present. 
 
One theologian writes that “Absence is underrated.  
[Absence] is not nothing after all—it is something: a 
heightened awareness, a sharpened appetite, a finer 
perception.  When someone important to us is absent 
from us, it becomes clearer than ever what that 
person means to us.  [But] if the relationship is strong 
and true—then the absent one has a way of 
becoming present.  If not in body, then in mind and 
spirit.” 
 
Which makes sense when speaking of our earthly 
relationships, but what about our relationship with 
Jesus?  Unlike the disciples, we didn’t actually know 
the earthly Jesus.  We didn’t touch his hands or his 



side, walk or talk with him, share a meal with him. 
 
We are missing Jesus when we ache for some sign of 
God’s presence.  We miss Jesus when we long for 
clarity in the midst of confusion, or relief in times of 
despair, or direction when we feel lost, or peace of 
mind when we are anxious.  We do miss Jesus.  In 
this world of uncertainty, in lives filled with questions, 
we look around for a divine hand to hold as we look 
toward heaven and ask, “What now?” 
 
It is Jesus’ prayer that compels us to reach for God’s 
touch, catch a glimpse of Jesus’ presence, listen for 
the sound of the Spirit soaring.  It is Jesus’ prayer that 
brings us together, even virutally, to remember and 
know and be strengthened in our lives.  Each week, 
we connect with our hands out, our eyes open, and 
our ears open, listening as Jesus prays for us.  Jesus 
prays that in our imperfections and our doubts and in 
our sufferings we might still remember Jesus’ love, 
God’s protection, and the Spirit’s presence among us. 
 
And that’s more than high-sounding theological talk.  
Or, at least I hope it is.  Jesus prayed not that we 
would be taken out of the world, but that in the world 
we would be protected by God’s truth.  We live in the 
world, and because we take our faiths seriously, we 
ask the question, “What now?” every Sunday, maybe 
even every day of our lives.  We live in the world and 
because we take our faiths seriously, the answer is 
not always going to be as clear and obvious as 



directions on a map. 
 
There was a popular slogan many years ago which 
spawned countless parodies but the original 
expression was, “Don’t just stand there, do 
something!” but maybe a better credo for the Christian 
life, after Jesus has gone from our sight, “don’t just 
stand there, be someone.”  Be someone who knows 
that pandemic or not, great things are being created 
for the kingdom of God.  Be someone who is unafraid 
because we are in God’s hands.  Be someone who is 
encouraged because we possess eternal life. 
 
Again, quoting Barbara Brown Taylor, “With nothing 
but a promise and a prayer, those eleven disciples 
consented to become the church, and nothing was 
ever the same again, beginning with them.  [Jesus’] 
followers became leaders, the listeners became 
preachers, the converts become missionaries, the 
healed became healers.  They began to say things 
that sounded like things Jesus would say.  They 
began to do things that were like things Jesus had 
done.  They became brave and capable and wise.  It 
was almost as if Jesus had not ascended but 
exploded, so that all holiness once concentrated in 
him flew everyone, on every person.” 
 
It was as if that prayer that Jesus prayed on behalf of 
all his disciples became part of the very air they 
breathed, and now part of the very air we breathe, so 
that Jesus’ words are part of us. 



 
Years ago, the popular cartoonist, Sandra Boynton, 
made a set of greeting cards.  One of those cards 
was a goodbye card that had an alligator on the front 
of the card, saying, “Don’t say goodbye,” and on the 
inside of the card, “Say, ‘I’ve changed my mind, I’m 
staying.’” 
 
Where Jesus was concerned, that’s probably the way 
the disciples would have preferred it.  They—and 
we—would rather have Jesus here with us, physically 
present, never out of our sight, easily accessible, right 
smack dab in the middle where we can ask him 
questions and get answers and be assured that we 
are doing the right thing. 
 
Instead Jesus went out of sight—their sight, our sight.  
Now let’s heed the words of those men in white and 
stop looking into heaven, and start living out Jesus’ 
prayer for us: remembering his teachings, knowing we 
have eternal life, and trusting that we are protected by 
God, being the church no matter what’s happening in 
the world.  Jesus’ prayer is all we need to be 
someone who follows after him, living out our faith in 
this world. 

 

 
 


