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+ In the name of God; Father, Son and Holy Spirit. Amen. 

Today I want to talk about the Ascension of Jesus, which takes place on a Thursday 

each year, forty days after Easter Day. Ascension Day prefaces Pentecost, and 

because it is a Thursday, we usually don’t engage with it. The Ascension of Jesus into 

heaven is one of those events of religion that most people struggle to understand. 

Faithfully from the creeds we recite that Jesus ascended into heaven and is seated at 

the right hand of the Father, and just saying the words is fine if we don’t think too 

hard about it. If we think about it then the problems begin.  

The Ascension of Jesus by definition belongs to an era when people understood the 

universe as a three-tiered construct. Heaven is above us, where God dwells, earth is 

in the middle and hell below, all fiery and unpleasant. Up is always better, going 

down is bad. Even today people define movement in employment and society in the 

same way. Hierarchy is structured by up and down movement. Visually this is 

represented by podiums and higher chairs, heads of tables, important places. 

Ultimate leadership is the high point of any diagram or model expressing hierarchy. 

In the three-tiered universe heaven is the place where God is seated on the divine 

throne overlooking the creation on earth, the position of judgement and authority. 

After his death and resurrection Jesus moved among the people for forty days – note 

that biblically significant number, before leaving in an upward direction to join God, 

to sit at God’s right hand. From that place the Holy Spirit will descend to earth so that 

the presence of God will always be with us. 

It is a hard one to deal with these days. What does Ascension really mean? Is it a real 

thing that happened, or does it have a symbolic or spiritual aspect entirely different 

from the physical act of rising upwards and disappearing into the clouds? One thing 

that is certain however, we are dealing with a real body, a physical being. Jesus’ 
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resurrection is intentionally bodily. It is different than the experience of ordinary 

human beings when they die. We believe that we will rise again on the last day, as 

Martha says to Jesus when her brother Lazarus has died. But Jesus’ resurrection is of 

his actual body. The gospel writers go to lengths to make sure we are clear about that 

fact. The tomb is empty. There are holes in Jesus’ hands after he has risen. 

So, in the Ascension we have a body to deal with. It must go somewhere. There are 

lovely quaint mediaeval images of Jesus ascending through the clouds, with feet 

hanging down beneath the fluffy white clouds. That is the simple explanation of the 

phenomenon that took Jesus in bodily form from his friends on earth, and it satisfied 

the pre-Copernican understanding of the universe in which the biblical writers lived.  

It is important for our faith that we look more deeply than this simple explanation of 

the Ascension, and also that we don’t ignore the Ascension because it is too literal for 

our refined senses and developed understanding of physics and cosmology.  

A cloud indeed took Jesus out of the sight of the people but let us think about the 

cloud. A cloud is more than a formation caused by specific atmospheric conditions. A 

cloud disguises something, it prevents something from being seen. Clouding affects 

perception. Jesus challenges our common ideas of visual perception. It happened at 

the Transfiguration when a cloud took Jesus from sight. When he gave sight to the 

blind man was it actual physical sight that was restored, or did Jesus give the man a 

vision of his divine self that was beyond the sight of ordinary human eyes? 

The Ascension of Jesus makes me try and see in new ways. I know sometimes when I 

see I don’t really see. I see in a particular way according to my life experience and 

expectations. Sometimes, we are all unaware of the clouds that alter our perception. 

To the people gathered around Jesus in the first century the cloud symbolised going 

up into another realm, a place hidden from human view. The people perceived what 
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they understood from their world. Today our world is different. We know what is 

beyond the clouds – it is no longer hidden from sight. The universe is out there, 

infinitely large and full of things our ancestors could not perceive from earth. 

But there are still clouds. How will we perceive Ascension from our understanding of 

the world today? Jesus has been taken beyond our sight, yet we intuitively recognise 

him in the people around us, other bodies. He is alive in us even as he is no longer 

present as his friends knew him in the first century. So, what to make of the 

Ascension? 

The biblical text is a living document. It must have relevance in every time in order 

that it be the truly inspired work which we believe it to be. What do you perceive 

when you hear the account of the Ascension? Sometimes our clouds prevent us from 

believing it could have happened – how can a person be lifted up bodily and removed 

from sight? Yet it did happen, and mature faith requires us to process and to perceive 

that divine act.  

None of us perceive what is behind the clouds of our unknowing. Perhaps in order to 

dissipate the clouds we might consider the Ascension differently whilst still 

acknowledging the validity of the biblical text. Perhaps the cloud that took him away 

is the brewing storm that will take full form in the coming of the Spirit. The cloud is 

only the beginning. Sometimes we need to just accept that we can’t understand. Our 

forebears were happy with the explanation that Jesus was lifted up and a cloud took 

him out of sight.  

Can we be happy with not knowing how it really happened? Can we accept our 

limited perception, the clouds that cause us to not know? Or do we have to 

reconfigure the event in terms that render the cloud meaningless? It is a lesson in 

humility and in our season of exile humility is our everyday experience. As you think 
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about the Ascension of Jesus may you be filled with the unknowing that makes faith 

essential, and rest with the unknowing, the powerlessness. Jesus left the world in 

body in whatever manner human perception permits us to see and believe. And now, 

may the Spirit come upon us, the breath of God that assures us we are not alone in 

the world, even though the body of Jesus is gone. Amen. 


