
 Ascension Cycle A: Acts 1:1–11; Psalm 47; Ephesians 1:15–23; Like 24:44–53.
1

L I VI NG I N -BET W EEN

T H E A SCEN SION  OF OUR L ORD  20081

ST . JOHN LUT HER AN CH U RCH , BROOKLY N

BALTI M ORE , M ARYL AND

M AY 4, 2008
A SERMON B Y NEI L O’FARRELL , PASTOR

 

And God has put all things under Christ’s feet and has made him the head 
over all things for the church, which is his body, the fullness of him who fills all in all. 

Ephesians 1:22–23 

Jesus had ascended to heaven. Now what? That had to be the question foremost on the minds of
Jesus’ followers. After accompanying him for three years on the dusty roads of ancient Israel;
watching him teaching and performing

miracles; watching him being arrested and
scattering in fear and shame; watching
him crucified between two criminals;
dealing with all the grief his death
entailed; and then, as astounding as it
was, having him at their side for another
six weeks or so after his wondrous
resurrection. And now, he’s gone again.
He came from nowhere—which is how
most Jewish people of the time
disparagingly regarded Jesus’ home in
Nazareth—and now, he’s disappeared
before their very eyes. Back to nowhere.

Often scripture is as eloquent for what it
doesn’t say as for what it does say. When
you consider the length of the New
Testament, Jesus’ ascension gets
shortchanged. Matthew ignores it
altogether. Mark mentions it in passing,
but only in a postscript to his gospel that most scholars believe was appended to the gospel long
after it was originally written. John ends his gospel almost mysteriously with these tantalizing words:
“But there are also many other things that Jesus did; if every one of them were written down, I
suppose that the world itself could not contain the books that would be written. (John 21:25)” Only
Luke, of the four evangelists, takes Jesus’ ascension seriously, and when we compare his accounts in

Salvador Dali, “Ascension,” 1958, oil on canvas private collection.



 Therefore it is said, "When he ascended on high he made captivity itself a captive; he gave gifts to his people."2

(When it says, "He ascended," what  does it mean but that he had also descended into the lower parts of the earth? He who

descended is the same one who  ascended far above all the heavens, so that he might fill all things.) (Ephesians 4:8-10)   
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both Acts and his own gospel, the narratives are different in fundamental, almost mutually exclusive
ways. 

So the question is why couldn’t Jesus’ followers bring themselves to contemplate the full meaning of
Jesus’ ascension to the God who created him and brought him back to life after three days in the
tomb? Why couldn’t they have left us a written record of events and their reactions and perceptions?
Even in the epistles, the oldest books in the New Testament, Jesus’ ascension is mentioned only in
one short passage in Ephesians. There, Jesus’ ascension is defined as a fulfillment, as if Jesus’2

incarnation—in which God became human and came down to earth—could only be completed
appropriately by reversing the trajectory by ascending whence he came. Moreover, Jesus teaches that
he must return to the Creator God in order to send back the “Advocate”—the Spirit of God who
would be with us until the end of all time. 

There is a wonderful scene in the old, quirky, counter-cultural movie Harold and Maude, made in
1971, in which the adolescent Harold gives his 70-year-old female love interest a ring to signify their
relationship. Maude thanks Harold effusively, and then turns and throws the ring in a pond, saying,
“N ow, I’ll always know where it is,” and she turns and smiles sweetly at Harold. Harold is rightly
appalled and confused. It is an arresting scene, one that at first I found incomprehensible. However,
as I’ve aged, I’ve grown to understand that there are many things that we possess that are invaluable
in our lives, which we can never hold in our hands; in fact, can’t even lay our fingers on, either
figuratively or literally. 

I think Jesus’ ascension is much the same. By returning to God the Creator, Jesus was never to be
bound again by time or place. He freed himself of the constraints that imprison us mere mortals,
and by so doing, enabled all of us to live in the confidence that Jesus is never far away, but rather
attends every moment of our lives. Like Maude telling Harold, we can all say, “Now, I’ll always
know where Jesus is.”

Beyond that, just as Jesus’ incarnation, birth, death, and resurrection showed us the way for our own
lives as human beings, his ascension prefigures our own return to God. At the very last, Jesus was
still leading and teaching. For instance, I find the description of Jesus’ ascension in Luke’s gospel
one of the loveliest ways to describe a human death, even though I understand there is a large
difference between Jesus’ ascension and our deaths: “While Jesus was blessing them, he withdrew
from them and was carried up to heaven. (Luke 24:51)” As we consider our memories of the deaths
of loved ones, isn’t this about the tenderest and gentlest way to describe departure and death that
you can imagine? To just withdraw from life and be carried to heaven. What an apt image.

Of course, it is also helpful for all of us to understand that God is not only our creator, but perhaps
more importantly, everything returns to God, from where it came. Right now, we live in the in-
between times—the time between creation and the ultimate, complete unity of everything unto God
in God’s final Kingdom and reign. Rather than seeing that in-between time as a no-man’s-land,
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neither here nor there, I have always seen in as more like God’s loving embrace: our existence
between the left and right arms of the God who enwraps us in mercy and care. As a child, whenever
my family went somewhere, I sat on the front seat of the car between my mother and father. Sitting
“in between” them was a place of honor, comfort, and security. It is to be hoped that all of us can
live our lives as if we sit between the God who created us and the God who redeemed us, a place
too of honor, comfort, and security.

In the final examination of the ascension accounts, in Acts the followers of Jesus are told to quit
looking up to heaven. In other words, we must focus on life in the here and now, and not have our
heads in the clouds or think too much about heaven’s eventual rewards. In the version in Luke’s
gospel, at Jesus’ birth, resurrection, and ascension, God sends angels to herald these momentous
events. After Jesus’ ascension, his followers worship him and return to Jerusalem with great joy,
continually in the temple blessing God. It seems to me that in these two narratives, we are presented
with superlative advice on how to spend our own in-between time: focusing on our work,
relationships, and lives here on earth; rejoicing, worshiping, and blessing God. 
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