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Qur 1°' Lesson today fromthe Acts of the Apostles is about it, and
our Gospel reading today, hints at it; it being the I ast and final
act in our Lord' s earthly mnistry; his Ascension to be with God

t he Fat her.

Last Thursday was Ascensi on Day, al ways the Thursday 10 days before
Pentecost, and thus (in North Anerica) a day nostly ignored by all,
except in very large churches and cathedrals. It is nmuch nore
mar ked in continental Europe, where in many countries it is stil

a |l egal holiday, maki ng church attendance possi ble, but also famly
activities like the traditional kite flying! Here, in the New
Worl d, we have nostly noved it to the foll ow ng Sunday, today, and

call it Ascension Sunday as well as the 7'" Sunday of Easter.

So naturally, I'"m going talk about our Lord' s Ascension and its

meani ng for us.

| f you have visited the Church of the Holy Saviour in Waterl oo, and
closely examned their stained glass w ndows, you mght have
noticed that they nostly depict inportant events in the life and
mnistry of Jesus; his birth, the visitation in the Tenple, sone

scenes fromhis healing mnistry, the Transfiguration, his trial,
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crucifixion, burial, and the resurrection. The major and final
event that is mssing fromthis glass sutmmary of the Gospels is the

Ascension. Instead, there is a kind of vanilla Christian synbol

wi ndow at the very back on the pulpit side of the nave. | once
asked the Rector of the 1980's, the late Gerald Churchill, about
t hat .

As an answer he showed ne the artist’s drawing for the m ssing
Ascensi on wi ndow. "Sonmeone wanted to donate this, but I'msinply
not having that!" he nuttered. The proposed w ndow showed Jesus
going vertically into the sky, |looking |like he had rockets tied to
his feet, while sone startled and bermused di sciples (actually just

their heads) | ooked upward fromthe bottom franme of the w ndow

That rather bad design (and cone to think of it, I'’mnot that crazy
about nost artistic representations of the Ascension, including
ours in the very last stained glass panel on the pulpit side [and
whi ch, incidentally, is out sequence]) illustrates one of the nain
difficulties many Christians have with the Ascension of Jesus

"Just exactly what happened?” is our question.

We are not hel ped by the scriptural witness either. The Gospel of
Mark has two known endings, or maybe three with the third | ost,
depending on which ancient manuscripts you accept. One has no

menti on of the Ascension, the second sinply says that Jesus was
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"taken up" into heaven. The Cospel of WMtthew has no Ascension
story. Luke's Gospel says that Jesus "withdrewfrom|[the disciples]

and was carried up into heaven." John does not seem to have any
knowl edge of an Ascension. And the passage from the Book of Acts
whi ch we heard earlier (and which it is alnost universally agreed
conmes fromthe sane author as the Gospel of Luke) sinply says that
Jesus was "lifted up, and a cloud took himfrom [the disciples’]
sight." Clearly, the New Testanent is not at all clear about

exactly how the resurrected Jesus left this earth to go to his

Fat her .

But we need to consider the synbolisminvolved. The 1% century, at
least in the world of Judaism and early Christianity, had a
universally accepted three story cosnology. (Hell below in the
basenent, so to speak; our earthly existence here, on the 1% fl| oor;
and heaven above, in a 2" story just beyond the clouds, the sun,
the noon and stars glued to the done of a "firmanent".) In that
t hought - syst em Jesus novi ng upwards to heaven made synbolic sense.
However, as we understand cosnol ogy today, clearly heavenis not in
any particular direction fromour plane of existence. But equally
clearly, even today, if you are going to synbolize the resurrected
Jesus going to the Father, then not just any direction wll do.
Down is not an option; neither is sideways. Up is the only choice

you have, as a synbol of Christ going to the heaven from which he



4
came. And so, unsatisfactory as it is, up, ascending, is what we
are stuck with as the synbol of our Lord returning to the heaven

fromwhich he came to earth. But the rocket feet need to go!

However, to worry too nuch about the nmeans and direction of the
Ascension is to mss the major point of the Ascension. It is to

worry about the "how?", and to forget conpletely the "why?”.

I n one of my worst Church nightmares, the Ascensi on never happened!
Just inmagine this - instead of going to be with the Father, Jesus,
the eternal Christ, sets up an office in Jerusalem from which he
is going to be available to the faithful of all tinmes and pl aces.
G ven what you know of any bureaucracy, just how many |ayers of
maj or and mnor officials do you think would be between you and
Jesus by now? G ven your understanding of how | ong and how nuch
paperwork it takes for the church to make up its mnd on any
doctrine, howlong do you think it would take for anything said or

done by Jesus to reach you?

Let's | ook at the Ascension with those thoughts in mnd. Jesus |left
this earth, where his presence was a matter of fact, to be wth
God, where his presence is a matter of faith. Jesus of Nazareth is
a fact of history. A few people saw himw th physical eyes; a few

peopl e heard him with physical ears. But as a fact of history,
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Jesus of Nazareth was present only with those who could actually
see or hear or touch him Even in his own tinme the physical Jesus
woul d have been unknown to essentially the entire popul ati on of the
pl anet. As a physical presence, Jesus of Nazareth could only be

absent from al nost everyone alive in his tine. And so it would be

t oday, had Jesus renmined on this earth.

But at the Ascension, Jesus of Nazareth noves from a fact of
history to the Christ of faith. And, as the Christ of faith, Jesus
can be present to all the faithful always and everywhere. So the
Ascension is a story, not about Jesus going "up" away fromus, but

about Jesus being given to us for all times and all pl aces.

In fact, Jesus was present with a few people in the first century.
In faith Christ is present with each one of us all the tine and in
every place. You mght feel his presence right now He nmay be
sitting with us here, closer to us than we are to each other. W
have only to reach out, to touch him Wen we are nost al one, Jesus
is nost with us. When we feel nost |ost, Jesus can find us. Wen we

feel nobst powerless, Jesus can strengthen us.

In fact, a few peopl e heard Jesus say that he did not condemm t hem
but forgave them In faith, all of us can confess our failures and
shortcomngs to Christ, and hear him tell us that we are not

condemmed, but forgiven.
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In fact, Jesus told a few people to fear not, that he would be with
them and guide them In faith, Christ can overcone all our fears.
In faith, Christ can show all of us the way. In faith, he says to
all of us, "Follow nme, | am the way, trust in me, | wll not

abandon you!"

In fact, Jesus broke bread and shared wine with a few people in an
Upper Room 1In faith, Christ feeds all of us, and billions the
worl d over, with his own body and bl ood. Only by Jesus bei ng absent
fromthis world, can Christ becone present, in faith, in the bread

and wi ne of the Holy Euchari st.

The Ascension then is not a comenoration of Jesus going away. It
i s not about Jesus going fromthis world in sonme direction, by sone
mechani sm Ascension is not about regretting or mssing sonmeone
absent. The Ascension is about Christ being present to and seen and
heard by all who believe in himin faith, at all tinmes and in al

pl aces. W& do not regret the going away of Jesus, we cel ebrate the
presence of Christ in the world. W are not holding a nenoria
service for soneone who is absent, nor are we reflecting upon the
vacuumcreated by his exit. No, we are having a party, in honour of
the crucified, risen, and ascended Christ, whois with us until the

end of the age.



