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ASCENSION 

TEXT:  Acts 1:6-11 

Preached by Rev. Anne Robertson on May 29, 2022 

 

This is the Sunday we celebrate Jesus’ ascension…the time, as the reading from Acts described it, 
when Jesus (after his death and resurrection) is taken up into the clouds quite visibly as the disciples looked on. 
In 2007, I visited Israel for the first time, and I visited the site where this supposedly took place. Our guide 
directed us to look at the rock in the center of the enclosure. There was a slight indentation in the top of the 
rock, and the guide explained, in all seriousness, that this was the actual footprint of Jesus, left behind in the 
rock as he ascended. We smiled, nodded politely, took our pictures, and left. 

Now, it’s not for me to say whether Jesus left any physical evidence of his ascension behind—or even 
if what the disciples witnessed was a physical event, a vision, or something else entirely. The truth for me in 
the story of the ascension is not dependent on whether the account is literal or metaphorical or some 
combination of them. If the impression in that rock in Israel could be scientifically proven to be that of Jesus or 
definitively proven a fraud, neither outcome would change the religious truth that I find in the story of the 
ascension. 

As a person of faith, what strikes me when I read this account can be summed up in the dialogue from 
our reading from the Book of Acts: The disciples are all caught up in whether Jesus’ resurrection indicates that 
the days of Israel’s restoration and the overthrow of Roman rule are imminent, and Jesus redirects their 
concerns. He could have easily been talking to us. 

Our world is giving out an Armageddon kind of vibe right now. For most of my life it has been a 
variety of doomsday cults and hucksters picking a date for the end of the world and, crucially, getting people to 
sell all they have and send the proceeds to the leader to help spread the word. They deceived way too many 
people far too easily and got quite wealthy in the process. But now it’s the scientists of all stripes who are 
warning of the coming apocalypse of climate and civilization collapse and, looking around, it’s hard to say 
they’re wrong.   

So, I get it. Jesus’ followers, and Israel more broadly, were under existential threat in the first century, 
a threat that would manifest in the sacking of Jerusalem and the destruction of the Temple within the next 40 
years. It’s a tense time, and they can be forgiven for being on edge and wondering if this is going to be it. Is it 
going to get better? Worse? Is God going to bail us out here? Jesus doesn’t knock down the question. During 
his ministry he has made his own dire predictions, including the imminent destruction of the Temple. 

But instead of dwelling on something even he himself had predicted, Jesus says, in essence, “Never 
mind all that. The end is all in God’s hands, so there’s no point in worrying about it. Focus on what matters. 
You, friends, have a job to do. I did my job. I came here to show you what a godly life looks like. You’ve 
watched me live, and teach, and witness, even to the point of death. Now it’s your turn to follow my example 
and, through your living witness with the help of the Holy Spirit, to reveal to the world the love of God. 
Because if there’s any hope for the future, that’s where it’s going to come from.” 

Then, poof, Jesus is gone. The disciples are standing around gaping and a couple of guys in white 
robes show up, as they often do in the Bible. The white robes are a dead giveaway, and we can assume these 
are angels or some sort of divine messenger. Their question is poignant. “Men of Galilee, why do you stand 
looking up toward heaven?” In other words, “Didn’t you hear what the man just said?  You’ve got a huge job 
to do…you’ll be given divine empowerment to do it, so don’t just stand here…get moving.  

It’s an echo of what other men in white robes said to the women on Easter morning in Luke 24, “Why 
do you look for the living among the dead? He is not here but has risen.” It’s no accident that those messages 
rhyme, since Luke and Acts were written by the same person and would have been all one book if ancient 
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scrolls allowed for more than 30 sheets of parchment. Viewing Luke and Acts together, those messages are 
only separated by a few paragraphs. 

But the same theme appears outside of Luke/Acts. At the end of Matthew, Jesus tells the disciples to 
go and make disciples—what the Church has come to call the Great Commission. At the Transfiguration, 
Peter, James, and John want to set up tents and stay in the wonder on the mountaintop. Jesus won’t let them. 
They have work to do, and it’s down where the people are, not in the rarified air of a glorious mountaintop 
view. In John, the power of the Holy Spirit is not held off for 50 days as it is in Acts. In John, the disciples get 
it the evening of the resurrection when Jesus breathes onto his disciples and says, “As the Father has sent me, 
so I send you.” 

The truth I find in the story of the ascension is that Jesus’ job on earth was definitively finished. He 
popped up here and there after his resurrection to groups both small and large. But, no more. Jesus was born; 
he lived; he died; he rose from the dead; and he returned to the heavens from whence he came. But the purpose 
of all that was not so we could sit around and say, “Wow, that Jesus guy was awesome. He did miracles, and 
he lived a holy life, and he loved and prayed for his enemies, and—Oh, how I love Jesus. Let’s all stand 
around and worship him. Let’s stand staring into the heavens at the site where we saw him and tell everybody 
how awesome and how unlike anyone else he was.” Let’s put up a building and just stay here. 

Jesus never encouraged any of that. Jesus came as a rabbi—a teacher—and sought disciples…those 
who would learn to be like he was. He didn’t come to show us a miraculous life that no one could possibly 
imitate. He came to show us what life as the people of God was supposed to look like lived out in the flesh. 
We were confused by the Word as a text in the Scriptures, so God gave us the multi-media version—the Word 
made Flesh—interactive so we could have live chat and ask questions and see how he handled even the worst 
that life had to throw at human beings. The point was to get us to do the same because it is through meeting 
God in the flesh that the nature of God’s love is revealed—first by Jesus, then by us. 

Over the years I have had occasion to be in dialogue with various Muslim groups and individuals. I’ve 
learned a lot from those conversations, but there are two Muslim women I met who stand out. They stand out 
because they were both born and raised here in the US as Christians. They have no Muslim roots, didn’t marry 
into that faith, and they were both active in their respective churches before deciding to convert to Islam. They 
did not know each other and I met them on separate occasions. Both women gave me identical reasons for their 
conversion. They both told me that they were fed up with Christianity because Christians didn’t practice their 
faith. 

By not “practicing their faith,” they didn’t mean that Christians didn’t go to church regularly. They 
meant that when they met other Christians out and about on Monday through Saturday there were no 
indications whatsoever of the faith they professed.  They were not out caring for the poor, engaging in any sort 
of devotional practices, or treating their neighbors any differently than anybody else. They hated their enemies 
with the same vigor as others, sometimes more. They granted access to services according to the cultural 
norms of privilege rather than need…on and on it went. 

These two women had no issues with Jesus. They didn’t talk a bit about Christian theology or all the 
various ways those things are debated in churches and across denominations. They also didn’t talk a bit about 
Islamic theology. They didn’t convert because they had come to believe the prophet Mohammad was greater 
than Jesus or because they believed the Qur’an more than they believed the Bible. They didn’t even mention 
those questions. They were drawn to Islam simply because Islam insisted that faith be lived out every minute 
of every day, and those who professed the faith did just that. They wanted a faith that practiced what they 
preached and they left Christianity because they did not find that in their churches. 

Jesus says at his ascension, “You will receive power when the Holy Spirit has come upon you; and 
you will be my witnesses in Jerusalem, in all Judea and Samaria, and to the ends of the earth.”  When Jesus 
said the disciples would be “witnesses,” He didn’t mean go stand on the street corner and hand out religious 
tracts. The Greek word for “witness” is “martys” from which we get the term martyr…someone who witnesses 
to their faith with their lives. 
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Jesus did not come to found a new religion with himself at the center. He came to show us how to live 
as the people of God. When we fail to be living witnesses to God’s love for the world, people watching us—
even people we consider solidly inside the Christian faith as members of our churches—even preachers and 
teachers—no longer recognize God in us. They leave the church—or never enter it to begin with—not because 
of any inherent disagreement in whether the communion elements are the real body and blood of Christ; not 
because they think we use too much or not enough water in baptism; not because we do or don’t recite certain 
creeds.  

They turn their backs on the church because we are not practicing our faith. They can tell no 
difference between us and the guy next door, except the guy next door doesn’t have to show up anywhere on 
his only day off. In fact, what they see is that many times, that guy next door is doing more to make the world 
a better place than those spending Sunday mornings in church. 

I’m not saying that gathering as a community on Sunday morning doesn’t have a very important part 
in Christian life. I am saying that being here is not what makes us Christian. Being here is meant to remind us 
and encourage us and empower us to go out and act like the Body of Christ in the world. The world is crying 
out for authentic faith. Lives are too hectic and stressful and raw to do things for show. There is too much 
cynicism about underlying political agendas or people trying to grab either our children or our money for 
people to simply trust our words. Jesus himself called all who would be disciples—both then and those who 
would follow after them—to walk the walk. To live the faith, no matter how hard it got. To bear witness of 
God’s love to the world. 

The Ascension asks us, “Why do you stand looking up toward heaven?”  Why are you focused on an 
indentation in a rock? Why are you pre-occupied with when the end will come? That is not for you to know. 
There is a job to do and the power of none other than God’s own spirit to do it. We are called. Our lives are our 
response. The world is watching. Amen. 

 


