
 Ascension, Cycle C: Acts 1:1–11; Psalm 47; Ephesians 1:15–23; Luke 24:44–53.
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While Jesus was blessing them, he withdrew from them
and was carried up into heaven. And they worshiped him, 

and returned to Jerusalem with great joy.
Luke 24:51, 52

Parents must do it. Teachers must do it. Ministers must do it. Generals must do it. Friends must
do it. Anyone and everyone who has ever led, ever been connected to someone else, ever
reared a child, ever taught a class—in short, all of us—must at times stand out of the way, and

let those who have been in our charge, those whom we have been responsible for, go off on their
own, make their own decisions, make their own mistakes, be their own persons. It is a fact of life
and relationship. The truth is that Jesus,
himself, knew that his time had come
and he must depart this earth. His work
and mission were completed. His
followers had their own work to do, a
world to evangelize, a church to build,
humanity to teach. Jesus was being
called elsewhere, back to the Creator
who gave life and energy to the
cosmos. As long as Jesus remained
earthbound, the apostles would stay as
close to him as chicks to a mother hen.
Jesus needed to let go, and letting go
would only be accomplished by his
departure. Hence, the Ascension.

We have two different accounts of the
Ascension in this morning’s readings.
One might try to harmonize them, but
they really are two different stories. In
Acts, Jesus seems to be bodily lifted up
into the sky on a journey to heaven, a
journey to God. In Luke, Jesus blesses the apostles, and then withdraws from them, as he had done
at least several times after his resurrection. That both of these versions were written by St. Luke, and
they don’t describe the same event the same way makes me smile a little bit, as a biblical theologian.
It is a cue to me that Luke is inviting us to form our own impression of what the Ascension is,
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leaving the actual details shrouded in mystery. What we know is that Jesus returned to God, and that
is truth enough. The details are largely immaterial.

On of my teachers, friends, and mentors is retired Episcopal bishop John Shelby Spong. He taught
me preaching and we jot off a quick note to each other every so often. One of Bishop Spong’s
friends was noted astronomer Carl Sagan. Carl Sagan talked often with Bishop Spong about religion.
Sagan wanted to believe in God, but he couldn’t get past the skepticism of his training as a scientist.
Sagan talked about the Ascension with disbelief. He theorized that if Jesus ascended from earth, and
traveled once he got going at the speed of light, that in two thousand years, Jesus wouldn’t have
even traveled beyond the confines of our own galaxy, much less arrived anyplace else, such as
heaven. Sagan’s literal understanding of the Ascension, in fact, was an impediment to Sagan’s belief
in a powerful, transcendent God, and the divinity of Jesus, God’s son. What this poignant story
teaches us is that we must be invited into the story of Jesus’ ascension not as a literal event that we
can describe with factual reportage. Rather, we must understand Jesus’ ascension as one of many
mysteries, the exact details of which are beyond our knowing and understanding. 

That is why I have always been compelled to Luke’s account in his gospel, rather than his story in
the Acts of the Apostles. I am deeply touched by Jesus’ blessing of his apostles as they took one last
walk down a road they knew so well—the road from Jerusalem to Bethany, a close suburb. Jesus
blessed them, and merely withdrew—a transport to God in heaven beyond our sense of time and
space. Jesus’ followers were joyful in their having received their Master’s blessing, and they returned
to Jerusalem to await the Holy Spirit—surly not having a clue in the world what this meant.
However, he had opened their minds to the meanings of the scriptures and his teachings and the
example of his life and the time they had spent together. “You are witnesses to these things,” Jesus
told them. Go back to Jerusalem and wait, “until you have been clothed with power from on high.
(Luke 24:48, 49)” 

Yes, the Ascension is a mystery, but what a beautiful, essential mystery it is! Jesus, both God and
human, knew that he needed to withdraw if his teachings were to take root. He knew that he needed
to withdraw, so that his followers—including ourselves—could build the Kingdom of God on the
foundation that he had laid. Jesus knew what every teacher, parent, general, friend, and lover knows:
that we must give each other the space to do what we know we must, what we have been taught to
do, to fulfill God’s plan for us, for the human race, for the world, for the Kingdom of God. 

And here is the best part of the mystery. Jesus, indeed, has ascended to be unified with God in
heaven. But this is another truth encompassed in the mystery of the Ascension. Jesus has not left us,
at all. He is right here, right with us, in the here and now. He is as close as our own hearts. He is as
close by as the next person we meet, we love, we help. The beautiful, awe-inspiring, transcendent
mystery of the Ascension is that Jesus has withdrawn—not at all.
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