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I’ve been thinking lately about how important “looking upwards” is to us. We look to the

sky to see whether rain might ruin our planned bike ride, or to gaze at our favorite mountain

view. Here in Missoula, we are blessed that we can look around us, in all directions, and see

mountains rising upwards from the valley floor, rising toward the heavens.

In ancient Israel, before YHWH became the only God of the Jews, and before the Temple

in Jerusalem became the only legitimate site of worship, the Jewish people raised altars on

hilltops. What does the psalmist say in Psalm 121 - “I lift up my eyes to the hills – where does

my help come from?”

Even today, we look to the hills, and we look beyond the hills, to the stars, to the heavens.

Are we sometimes looking for comfort, help, or maybe understanding?

Am I looking upward - are we Christians looking upward to the star-filled skies, at least some of

the time, hoping to catch a glimpse of the heaven where we believe Jesus resides?

Last Sunday – Easter Sunday - we celebrated Christ’s resurrection. We say, “He is

Risen”. We remember that two thousand years ago He was crucified, dead, and buried.

And we remember that on the third day he was raised from the dead. Over the next forty days,

Christ appeared to his disciples, at various times and places, giving them words of

encouragement. On the fortieth day after His resurrection, the Scriptures tell us He ascended into

heaven to sit at the right hand of God.

Count forward four Sundays from today, and on the following Thursday – May 13th - we

will celebrate the ascension. On that day, some Christian traditions will extinguish the Christ

candle, first lit on Easter, to recall that Jesus sits at God’s right hand, and exercises God’s

authority over all. Christ rises first from the grave, then He rises up to heaven.

The writer Patrick Schreiner tells us that the doctrine of Christ’s ascension is often

forgotten in today’s church. That it is overshadowed by our emphasis on the cross and the

resurrection. He would have us imagine the doctrines of the cross, the resurrection, and the

ascension as guests, sitting on our living room sofa. As he says, “the ascension sits at the end of

the couch, completely ignored.” He wants us to recover the ascension from its position of
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neglect. As we will see, James Edwards, in his commentary on Luke’s Gospel, tells us the

ascension is a key turning point in the story of Christianity.

Our Scripture for today comes from Acts 1:3-11. As I read, I invite you to look up to the

one who lived and died and rose for us. Look up to the one who ascends for us to seek comfort,

help, and understanding.

‘After his suffering, Jesus presented himself to His disciples and gave many convincing proofs

that he was alive. He appeared to them over a period of forty days and spoke about the kingdom

of God. On one occasion, while he was eating with them, he gave them this command: “Do not

leave Jerusalem, but wait for the gift my Father promised, which you have heard me speak about.

For John baptized with water, but in a few days you will be baptized with the Holy Spirit.” Then

they gathered around him and asked him, “Lord, are you at this time going to restore the kingdom

to Israel?” He said to them: “It is not for you to know the times or dates the Father has set by his

own authority. But you will receive power when the Holy Spirit comes on you; and you will be

my witnesses in Jerusalem, and in all Judea and Samaria, and to the ends of the earth.” After he

said this, he was taken up before their very eyes, and a cloud hid him from their sight. They were

looking intently up into the sky as he was going, when suddenly two men dressed in white stood

beside them. “Men of Galilee,” they said, “why do you stand here looking into the sky? This

same Jesus, who has been taken from you into heaven, will come back in the same way you have

seen him go into heaven.”’

The Word of the Lord! Thanks be to God! Let us pray: May the words of my mouth and

the meditations of our hearts be acceptable in your sight, O Lord, our Rock and our Redeemer.

Amen.

So, according to Scripture, Jesus has ascended to God’s right hand. And He has given the

gift He promised – the Holy Spirit – to be a companion to His disciples whom He has left behind

here, on earth. His disciples have lived through the despair of the crucifixion, the joy of the

resurrection, and the wonder of the ascension? But what are they to do now?  Look up? We can

imagine their eyes cast upward into the heavens, looking for their Lord. And we can cast our

eyes upward as well, searching as they might have done.

But … “Where exactly is up?” In other words, “Just where is this heaven we believe in?”

To a Christian living 500 years ago that question would’ve seemed silly. They believed the earth
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was at the center of a cosmos – a richly ordered creation, in which our world was surrounded by

concentric spheres. The stars and planets were lights embedded in these spheres. And the higher

you went, the better things got. So, they knew exactly where up was, and it was very easy for

them to imagine Jesus ascending to a higher and better place – upwards to heaven to sit at God’s

right hand.

But we live in a much different world. We no longer believe the earth sits at the center of

a rich, highly structured cosmos. Instead, for us the earth is a tiny speck in a vast emptiness. Here

there are no concentric spheres. The stars are pinpricks of fire in the vacuum of space. And as the

first astronauts told us when they returned to earth, “in outer space, there is no up or down.” So,

for us there is no easy answer to the question “Where is heaven?”

Let’s step away from the modern scientific view of life, that sees everything as physical –

as just matter or stuff. Science has given us much to be thankful for. But it has also taken much

away. It has left us to live in an empty universe, devoid of spirit, of the divine and of the

transcendent. We Christians disagree with this bare-bones view of reality. We believe this

universe holds much that can’t be seen by the sciences. We believe that in fact God created this

universe. We believe that God came to earth as Jesus. We believe that Jesus was crucified and

then resurrected, raised from the dead. And we believe that He ascended to God’s side, to

heaven. We believe that this heaven is real – that it exists … And we have the Word of God to

tell us this story.

The theologian and author NT Wright speaks of heaven as the unseen realm of God’s

authority that overlaps this worldly realm. He says that here and there, now and then, this unseen

heaven is revealed to us, giving us glimpses of the kingdom of God. And he says that one day

this heavenly realm will become one with the realm of earth in the consummation of the new

creation. When this great day arrives, then heaven and earth will be unified, and God’s kingdom

will come on earth as it is in heaven.

But that day when earth will become one with God’s kingdom has not yet come. How

much longer will we have to wait? Two thousand years ago, as the disciples witness Jesus rise

into heaven, that long wait has just begun. Their Lord and master with whom they journeyed for

three years is gone from their side. Let’s put ourselves in their shoes, and wonder what they

might have felt. Let’s slip into their skins. Let’s travel in our imaginations, and in our hearts,

back two thousand years to their time. Each of you, imagine that you are one of them.
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That wonderful companionship you had with Jesus is over. You have traveled with Him

on the shores of the Sea of Galilee. Later, you and the other disciples set out with Him toward

Jerusalem, as He journeyed to His destiny. Most of the time, on this journey, He seems just like

you. He walks on the dusty roads and grows tired and needs to sleep; he grows hungry and feels

the pangs in his stomach and needs to eat; he grows parched and thirsty and needs water; he

listens to your questions, perhaps puts up with your sometimes obnoxious and ignorant opinions,

and he answers you. He accepts you as you are with all your weaknesses and your frailty.

Of course, you have known for some time that your companion is no ordinary human.

You have seen Him walk on water, heal the sick, and even raise the dead. You listen fearfully,

when He tells you that His enemies will kill Him. And you are puzzled and skeptical when he

tells you that three days after being killed, He will rise from the dead. You hear these words, but

you do not understand them. Then one day you look up to behold Him high on a mountaintop,

clothed in radiant white, talking to the great figures from the past - Moses and Elijah. Maybe

now you get a glimpse of understanding. Perhaps you … catch a glimmer that there is something

here beyond anything you have ever known.

But now, after the ascension, He is gone, and you will never walk on this earth beside

Him again. Your ears will never again hear His words from His own lips. His words of

reassurance to the fallen and needy, to the poor in spirit. His words of defiance to the hypocrites

who show off their virtue but fail to live by its demands. His entreaty to love those who hate us,

and to forgive those who have done us wrong. Your eyes will never again witness His deeds. His

healing of the leper. His casting out of demons from the possessed. His raising of the dead. And

you will never again hear His teachings from His own lips. His teaching on the proper way to

pray. His injunction to turn the other cheek. His warning not to store up treasures on earth but

instead to store them up in heaven.

I remember when my father passed away several decades ago. I returned home from

Missoula for his final illness and was at his bedside when he passed. One evening, shortly

afterward, my mother and I sat in her back yard. My cousin and his family had come to visit us,

and we sat in a circle of lawn chairs. It was late, and the summer sky was scattered with stars.

The weight of my father’s passing was still on me and as I looked up to the stars, I suddenly felt

disoriented. As if I was being bodily lifted toward the skies, as if my feet had left the earth.
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As if I was spinning up toward the stars – toward heaven. Did I sense that my father was now

somewhere else – perhaps up above? Did I feel a deep need to be with him? Was I longing for

forgiveness? Was I longing for him to return? I wonder if Jesus’ disciples might have felt

something similar as they lived in the wake of the ascension.

Luke devotes only a few verses to the Ascension in the last chapter of his Gospel. He

writes,

“When He had led them out to the vicinity of Bethany, He lifted up His hands and blessed them.

While He was blessing them, He left them and was taken up into heaven. Then they worshipped

Him and returned to Jerusalem with great joy.”

Where is He now, they might have wondered as they looked up. Well, they knew where

He was – they knew He was with God. And this knowledge brought them great joy. And they

knew exactly what they had to do. The disciples set forth, animated and inspired by the Holy

Spirit that Jesus had promised to send to them. The same Holy Spirit that had descended on them

after Jesus had joined His Father above. They told the news of Jesus birth – his incarnation, of

His teachings, of His crucifixion and resurrection, and finally of His Ascension to the right hand

of God. The right hand of God - from where He rules with all authority.

The major events of Jesus’ life – incarnation, crucifixion, and resurrection – are fulfilled

in the Ascension. These events are not merely solitary incidents - like a string of pearls, or beads

on a necklace. In the words once more of Patrick Schreiner. In the incarnation, Jesus descends to

us in order to bring God to humanity, and in the Ascension, He ascends to bring humanity to

God. Those words bear repeating. In the incarnation, Jesus descends to us in order to bring God

to humanity, and in the Ascension, He ascends to bring humanity to God. The Jesus we know

intimately is the one in charge! The one who humbled himself to suffer for us is now the world’s

true Lord, reigning side-by-side with God. The upside down values of heaven have been

vindicated as Reality on earth.

In a beautifully written passage, Paul, in the second chapter of Philippians, casts a bright

and penetrating light on the relationship between these events. Paul tells us that Jesus

“made himself nothing by taking the very nature of a servant, being made in human likeness. And

being found in appearance as a man, he humbled Himself by becoming obedient to death – even

5



death on a cross! Therefore, God exalted Him to the highest place and gave Him the name that is

above every name, that at the name of Jesus every knee should bow, in heaven and on earth and

under the earth, and every tongue acknowledge that Jesus Christ is Lord, to the glory of God the

Father.”

When we look ‘up,’ we see the One who came down for us risen to Godly power.

We know what the disciples did after Jesus ascended to God. First, they looked up, then

they looked out at the world around them. They journeyed out into that world, spreading the

good news about Him – His suffering, His resurrection, and the salvation He offers us. And after

them others did the same for generation upon generation until the Word had spread far and wide.

So, we know what the disciples did. The question now is what will we do? What will you

and I do? As I mentioned earlier, James Edwards, the author of a great commentary on Luke’s

Gospel, tells us that the Ascension is a critical turning point in the history of Christianity.

Edwards, who taught theology at Whitworth University for many years, lives in Spokane. He has

spent much of his life as a mountain climber, so perhaps it is natural that he uses a mountain

metaphor to make his point about the Ascension. He calls the Ascension “the continental divide”

of Christianity, because it marks the end of Jesus’ ministry and the beginning of the people’s

ministry. That means our ministry – your ministry and my ministry.

In his second letter to the Corinthians, Paul tells us just what our ministry is to be - we are

to be God’s ambassadors to all the people of the world. Well, this world certainly needs it.

Look at the world today, at all its chaos and disorder. At the suffering caused by covid. At the

chaos and disorder of our politics. At the strife and war in many parts of the world. We often ask,

“Is there any hope?” and “What can we do?”

When we look at our own lives, at the despair that sometimes wells up inside. When we

wonder if there is any hope. When we feel the pain and sense of loss and tragedy. When we feel

the loneliness and isolation and the darkness of suffering. We often ask, “Is there any hope?” and

“What can we do?”

But when we look up, can we remember – will we remember - that Jesus sits at the right

hand of God, the Father almighty, ruling over all creation, with all of God’s authority? The one

who lived on earth so long ago, who healed the sick, who ministered to the poor in spirit, who

spoke and acted against evil, is now the one who rules from heaven.
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In the Lord’s Prayer, taught to the disciples by Jesus himself, we say “Thy

kingdom come”. Well, Jesus ushered in that kingdom two thousand years ago. But that kingdom

is not complete, not yet fulfilled. It will not be complete until He returns. In the meantime, and

that means now, in this very minute, in this very second it is unfolding. It is unfolding across the

world. It is unfolding here in Missoula. It is unfolding here in this very sanctuary. And it is

unfolding in your life and in mine. It is a great work in progress and Jesus Christ is overseeing it.

Again, in the Lord’s Prayer we pray thy kingdom come and thy will be done. “Thy will

be done” does not mean we are to sit passively and wait. We must not only look up, as if we are

waiting on God to do all the work. We must also look out. Out to our world. Out to our

community. Out to our neighbor. Jesus ushered in the kingdom through His own words and

deeds. We are to do the same. By speaking and living out the great news of the Gospel, we help

God bring His kingdom to all the earth.

What will it mean for you to look up and know that Jesus is in authority over all? And

what will it mean for you to look outwards and become one of his ambassadors, bringing heaven

to earth?

Amen.
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