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NAURC worship 

Ascension Sunday 24th May 20 

Acts 1: 6-14 

 

 

Talk 1 

 

> It was Ascension day was on Thursday – it’s a part of the church year that is more 

popular in other denominations usually associated with being ‘higher’ than the 

average URC. 

> This may be due to the fact that the record of the events of the resurrected Jesus 

suddenly disappearing from view seems rather strange. 

> The event is only mentioned twice in the New Testament. The first is a brief 

comment in the extra (added) ending of Mark: “After the Lord Jesus had talked with 

them, he was taken up to heaven and sat at the right side of God.” (16:19) 

The second, fuller, account is in the first chapter of the book of Acts that I’ll read in 

moment. 

 

> Luke clearly thought it important to describe how Jesus was “taken up to heaven” – 

and a couple of thousand years later as we read this esoteric text, we might be 

inclined to pass it by. 

> But looking back over the text got me thinking – how would someone of the 1st 

century describe what they had witnessed? It was something far beyond anything 

they had ever encountered before even less understood. 

> I mean, for us, it isn’t that out of the ordinary for someone we know to board an 

aircraft that takes them up above the clouds and then, a few days later, speaks to us 

on the phone or we can even have a face to face conversation with them by 

WhatsApp or Skype from a place far-away place. A place that we know exists, but 

have never visited.  

> But what we take for granted would have been way beyond the imagination of the 

disciples. 

 

 

> I’d like to suggest that we try to keep an open mind when we read of events that 

took place long ago and not write them off as mysticism of overblown story-telling.  

> You see, there might just be something to them. 

 

 

Talk 2 

 

> We have just heard how Luke described the ascension of Jesus – a rather odd 

occurrence – Jesus being taken up and then enveloped in a cloud. 

> It has led to some curious interpretations by artists over the years, many of which I 

find amusing to see a pair of feet disappearing out the top of a stained glass window! 

> Here are a couple of examples I have found on my travels. 

> The first, is a classic example from St Mary De Castro in the centre of Leicester.  
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> There is also an excellent version right here in Norwich. It’s part of a triptych 

painting in a side chapel in the Anglican Cathedral. 

 

> So why is this rather, other-worldly, event important? 

> To answer that question, I’d like to briefly explore a couple of ideas in our time 

together. 

 

> I begin with an idea from CS Lewis that he presents in his book “Miracles”. By the 

way, it’s in the Ipswich Road library if you’d like to borrow it once lock-down has 

finished. 

(see pages 150 to 153) 

 

> Lewis begins by grappling with the resurrection appearances of Jesus who can 

suddenly appear in locked rooms. At a meal at Emmaus, he also suddenly 

disappears.  

> One conclusion we can reach from these curious accounts is that Jesus had been 

resurrected in some sort of spiritual form – so not quite as real as he was before. 

 

> But the Gospel writers make a point of emphasising that Jesus was just as much 

alive as he was before his execution. He ate several meals with the disciples, and he 

invited Thomas to inspect his wounds. His resurrected humanity is a really important 

point – because if Jesus was just some kind of spirit apparition after his resurrection 

– then you would be left trying to resolve the question of what happened to his body 

– because his tomb was found empty on that first Easter morning. 

 

> If we believe that Jesus is fully resurrected though – there needs to be an 

explanation as to where he went after his resurrection appearances finished. 

> This is one of the reasons why the ascension story is so important in Luke’s two 

books. Ascension links the ministry of Jesus, his resurrection and the gift of the Holy 

Spirit that enables the disciples to continue that ministry. 

 

> But there is much more to the ascension than just keeping continuity in the story 

line. 

> This is where CS Lewis and Tom Wright have a similar direction of explanation. 

> Let’s stick with Lewis for the moment. 

> He says of the ascension of Jesus it “is a picture – not of unmaking but of 

remaking.”  

> What he means by this is that the ascension of the risen Jesus is the moment in 

which humanity and nature are transformed. As he writes: “It is a picture of a new 

human nature, and a new nature in general, being brought into existence.”  

> The risen Jesus embodies “a life which has its own, new nature.”  - what Jesus 

does is to “provide the environment or conditions of His glorified humanity and in 

Him, ours.” 

(all quotes from p 153) 
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> The ascension of Jesus is a key step in the process of bringing God’s realm and 

our humanity together. The fully embodied Jesus who talked and ate meals with His 

followers is now taking His place once more at God’s right hand. 

> I think this is part of the process recorded by Luke in his Gospel (23: 44-45) as well 

as Matthew (27:51) and Mark (15:38) when the curtain in the temple was torn in two 

when Jesus died. The barrier between God’s dwelling place and ours was opened 

up. 

 

> I’ll move on with some ideas from theologian Tom Wright in his huge book “The 

resurrection of the Son of God”. In it, he explains that ancient Jews had a 

sophisticated understanding of heaven and earth. On occasions it did mean earth 

was what we stand on and heaven was up and above, but it could also be far more 

nuanced than that as he writes: 

“the language of Heaven and earth, though it could be used to denote sky on the one 

hand and terra firma on the other, was regularly employed to denote the parallel and 

interlocking universes inhabited by the creator God on the one hand and humans on 

the other.” (p 655) 

 

> So those medieval images of Jesus disappearing actually lead us off in the wrong 

direction – it’s more subtle and far more profound than that.  

> Wright argues that Jesus being ‘taken up’ is, in fact, an answer to the disciples 

asking him in Acts 1:6 ‘Lord, is this the time when you will restore the kingdom to 

Israel?’ 

> As Wright explains; “This is how the kingdom is being restored to Israel: by its 

representative Messiah being enthroned as the world’s true Lord.” (p 655) 

 

> To conclude – we have in the ascension an event of huge importance to the 

developing relationship between God and humanity made possible by Jesus. In my 

view, this is a key stage in the growth of God’s Kingdom on earth. 

> For the ascension is not a matter of Jesus disappearing far away up in the sky 

somewhere – but ‘being enthroned as the world’s true Lord’. I think it’s vitally 

important to grasp the idea that, because of Jesus, heaven and earth are now 

together, interlocked and personally close. 

 

> This understanding of ascension leaves us both in awe and wonder – rather like 

the disciples frozen to the spot in art works.  

> The ascension also, I think, serves another purpose. 

> Jesus was just one person – and there are limits to what one person can do – 

remember he was fully human as well as divine. Which would lead to a significant 

problem if Jesus just carried on as before. It would put limits on God’s salvation plan 

for humanity and creation. A new way of sharing God’s presence was needed.  

> With Jesus enthroned as Lord of the earth the possibility of a new way to people 

relating to their creator was opened up. 

> It’s like the new phase of creation that CS Lewis proposes – how can that happen? 

> The answer is the gift of God’s Holy Spirit that we will celebrate next week. 
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> But in the meantime, the knowledge that we are living in Kingdom times with Jesus 

our risen and ascended Lord close by to help us will have huge implications for our 

lives. 

> As I reflected last week, we will soon have the chance to begin to re-build our 

society after lock-down. It is a golden opportunity to reaffirm the values of God’s 

Kingdom shown to us by Jesus. 

> These are tremendously exciting times as we are the disciples of Jesus in the here 

and now of potential regrowth. 

> Let us look forward with eager anticipation to find out what the Holy Spirit will 

enable us to do –  

• to live love, 

• to bring about justice and peace –  

• and to truly cherish God’s gift of diversity both in people and right across our 

planet. 

 

Amen. 

 


