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Scripture: Acts 1:1-11

Theophilus, in my first book | wrote about all that Jesus did and taught from the
beginning until the day when he was taken up to heaven, (which by the way, we call the
Gospel of Luke)... Following his suffering and death Jesus presented himself alive by
many convincing proofs, appearing to many for forty days and speaking further about
the kingdom of God. While he was still with them, he ordered them not to leave
Jerusalem, but to wait there for the promise of the Father. “This is what you have heard
from my very own lips" he said, "John baptized with water, but you will be baptized with
the Holy Spirit in a few days."

But instead they asked him, "Lord, is now the time when you will restore the kingdom to
Israel?" He replied, "It is not for you to know the times or periods that God will, will be
done. But you will receive power when the Holy Spirit comes upon you,; and you will be
my witnesses here in Jerusalem, then in all Judea and Samaria, and finally to the very
ends of the earth."

Then suddenly, in the clear light of day, he was lifted up and the clouds took him out of
their sight. As they were gazing up into the heavens, suddenly two men in white robes
stood next to them and asked, "Men of Galilee, why do you stand there looking up into
the sky? This Jesus, who has disappeared into heaven, will come back someday in the
same way as you have just seen him leave.”

Sermon

Well it’s been 43 days since Easter. How do | know that? Because last Thursday was the
day of Ascension on the Christian calendar which is always 40 days after Easter. But
even though it is part of the church calendar, there are still some unfortunate
misinterpretations that many Christians make.

One misinterpretation, Biblical scholar Ched Myers calls the “Beam me up Scotty!”
theology. Now you might recall a familiar 1960’s TV show called “Star Trek” that was
also made into a subsequent movie franchise as well as new TV series. If you do then
you recall that Captain Kirk, Spock and oh so many others on that Starship “Enterprise”
were constantly being “beamed” up and down between various planets and their
mother ship. This theology basically recreates a similar scene where Jesus was simply
“beaming” back to heaven somewhere above the sky. If this then is the final and only



purpose of his life and ours, to escape this world, then why include all the hullabaloo
regarding Jesus’s life? and his instructions?

If the goal is to escape all the trials and troubles here below for some promised
heavenly reward somewhere over the rainbow skies, we can then ignore at least some
of what Jesus said and did?

On the biblical side, the Ascension is only narrated by Luke. But he does it twice, so it’s
obviously important. It both concludes his Gospel story of Jesus (Luke 24:44-53) and
begins the Acts story of the first church (1:6-12,18). But as my title indicates, | want to
focus on the question: “Men of Galilee, why do you stand there looking up into the
sky?”

Perhaps we can relate to this situation. It is one where the disciples, who immediately
following their commissioning despite having received from Jesus an awe-inspiring
vocation, and empowered none-the-less by the Holy Spirit, can only stare forlornly and
perhaps a bit dumbfounded at their departing mentor!

But even though our imaginations can conjure up the images of this scene, being
scooped up by clouds and rising into the heavens does seem strange to our modern
ears. It also raises at least three curious questions.

First, where exactly did he go? Where was he headed? Even though the passage is clear
that he went up into the sky, it does beg the question, “But is that really where heaven
is?" Now we humans are spatially oriented. We are either “here” or we are “there,”
and the space and time we inhabit is knowable or someplace we can see, touch,
comprehend and locate on a map, a clock or on a calendar.

Spatially-speaking then, heaven is frankly unintelligible to us. We cannot necessarily see
or touch heaven. It does not exist in one specific time or space, but it transcends both
time (it exists eternally) and space, existing everywhere all at once.

It might be more helpful to think of heaven not only as “up there,” but as that other
place which is mostly invisible to our reality — the part in which (as the Lord’s Prayer
puts it) “God’s will is done.” Beyond that, it’s probably best to consider heaven as a
mystery, something that we simply do not have the ability to fully comprehend.

Our experience is not completely out of reach but as scripture puts it, we see it, “dimly
lit” or as if we are looking through a dirty window pane, or through corrupt
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perceptions. “Heaven,” Ched Myers suggests, “thus symbolizes that space where the
Powers of domination have been overthrown: where there is no genocide, no ecocide,
no rich and poor. We don’t know when or how this realm will be realized ‘on earth as in
heaven,” but our Christian imagination clings to the conviction that ‘there is a there
there.!” That is what keeps us pressing on in the hard work of justice and resistance to
those Powers on this side of history.”

Secondly we might be tempted to ask, “Does the Ascension mean that Jesus has
abandoned us? If Jesus came to be with us, only to then leave us again, how does this
fulfill the promises that we will never be left as orphans? And if he’s gone to that place
where God’s dream has been realized, what does that mean for us down here?

Again Myers emphasizes that the Ascension is not about Christ’s absence; instead, it
signals his even deeper presence. The Emmaus Road epilogue to Luke’s narrative
assures us that the Risen One accompanies us on the road, whether we recognize him
at the moment or not. (Lk 24:13-16).

Moreover, in the passage that immediately follows, this now Ascended Christ promises
his Spirit, which at Pentecost empowers those same disciples into a new and radical
solidarity, of shared monetary economics, and fearlessness in the face of governmental
persecution.

And finally, “Does the Ascension negate then the Incarnation?” According to Myers,
“many Christians perceive the Ascension similarly to how they understand the
resurrection: as an opportunity to “spiritualize” Jesus. In other words, we are back to,
“Beam me up” theology.

In this understanding we don’t have to worry about life “down here” or of real flesh and
blood bodies, or about healing the earth, or healing the effects of history and
oppression. Instead it’s all about the “life ever after” and only those spiritual necessities
that can assure us of the real goal of getting “beamed up” in the end.

“In stark contrast to this escapist theology, the Ascension,” Myers adds, “doubles down
on the incarnation.” In Luke 24 it is clear that the Risen Jesus still inhabits a very real
human body. Up in a Jerusalem safe house, he invites his traumatized disciples to
investigate his feet, hands and side- real wounds. Real feet and real hands that were
grossly deformed and horribly mutilated by the process of being nailed to a cross. Then
to clinch the deal he asked them for something to eat! And so even the resurrected
body, | guess, still needs some human food for its own sustenance.
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The disciples are thus invited not only to touch flesh that has been tortured and
violated, but also to attend to the needs of a real living being, which is what should be
the heart of our vocation as well. Luke makes it clear that heaven, wherever it is, is a
place for liberated real bodies, knitting heaven together with earth indivisibly,
theologically and banishing all dualisms as well.

An Ascending Christ now empowers us, to continue Jesus’ mission, and this same Jesus
remains present, at all times, no matter what! As Paul puts it, we are now Christ’s body
in the world (I Cor 12).

According to this view of the Ascension: the battered body of Jesus does reside right
now in heaven, a “place” we can now only partially comprehend, while the body-of-
Christ-as-church attends to battered bodies on earth by the power of the spirit. True
evangelical faith, in both the words and the spirit as Keith pointed out last week
according to our very own Menno Simons, struggles to heal bodies, not only down here
on the earth but it also includes the very earth we live on as well.

The focus then of our discipleship, of our mission and of our very lives, should not be
limited to only searching the clouds, but also down here as well, all around us, in both
this time and this place. That is where we should be looking.

And so | gotta ask you, “People of FCMF what are you staring at?”
Where are you focusing your attention?!



