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Sermon                   Ascension Sunday 2019 
 
 
Lessons  Acts 1 – 11  Ephesians 1: 15 – 23 
    St Luke 24: 44 – 53 
 
 
Prayer of Illumination 
 
Let us pray. 
 
Lift us, O God, as You raised Christ to new life, to mystical union beyond this life.   
May we know the touch of Your heavenly embrace.   Through song, silence, word 
and meditation, may we know Your Presence dwelling among us, and deep 
within.   Amen. 
 
 

 
Today is Ascension Sunday.   The playwright and critic, 

George Bernard Shaw cautioned against those ‘whose god is 

in the skies’.   Across the world, Orthodox, Roman Catholic, 

Anglican and Reformed (Presbyterian) churches depict 

through stained glass windows, icons and paintings the 

highly symbolic story of the Ascension.   We may not feel 

terribly engaged with artistic works showing the feet of 

Jesus, the Lord’s feet, protruding from the underside of a 

glorious cloud, as He sets out on His space-journey to the 

heavenly realm.    

 

The great reformer, John Calvin, said of the ascension: 
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 Jesus so reconciles the Father’s heart to us that by  

his intercession he prepares a way and access for 
 us to the Father’s throne.   Jesus fills with grace 
 and kindness the throne that for miserable sinners  
 would otherwise have been filled with dread. 
 
 
Always, it seems, Calvin wrote eloquently of the Father’s 

heart, of our union and reconciliation with the Divine; he 

clearly felt it.   But, at the same time, Calvin seldom failed to 

remind us that we are miserable sinners worthy of a 

dreadful fate.   The reformer, Martin Luther, described Jesus 

as our brother in heaven.    

 

It is from the Gospel of St Luke and its sequel the Book of 

Acts that we have the imaginative story of the Ascension of 

Jesus.   As the disciples watched the Risen Christ, He was 

lifted up and removed from their sight by a cloud.   The 

disciples gazed into this strange and dazzling vision.   

Whether in Jerusalem or in Bethany, the Ascension of Jesus 

represents a moment of closure for the disciples and their 

earthly association with Him.    
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The cloud is an ancient symbol of the Divine Presence, the 

Shekinah.   In the Hebrew Bible, in the story of Moses, it was 

on Mount Sinai that the cloud covered the mountain.   

Elusive, mysterious, it was from the cloud that the Eternal 

called to Moses.   On mountain top and later in the Tent of 

the Lord’s Presence, Moses entered the cloud.   

 

Ascendit ad coelos, sedet ad dexteram dei patris omnipotentis:  

He ascended into Heaven and is seated at the right hand of 

God the Father almighty.   Beyond Holy Scripture, many of 

the early Church Fathers stressed the importance of the 

Ascension:  Justin Martyr, Irenaeus, Tertullian, Origen, John 

Chrysostom and Augustine.   However, some, like Origen, 

believed that the Ascension was an ascension of the mind 

rather than the body.   The creeds of the council affirmed 

belief in Christ’s Ascension.    

 

In St Catherine’s monastery on Mount Sinai in southern 

Egypt there is a sixth century icon showing the climatic 
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moment when Jesus bids His followers farewell.   Mary, His 

mother, stands at the centre of the scene flanked by the 

disciples.   Suspended high above them, Jesus appears in an 

oval-shaped mandala.   The entire back drop is filled with 

light.   Jesus appears stationary, as if held momentarily 

between heaven and earth.   For 1400 years, the monks of 

Sinai have been gazing into this icon, into eternity, through 

this tiniest of doorways. 

 

In our south transept, we are blessed with a beautiful 

depiction of the Ascension in which nine of the disciples are 

shown; Jesus is surrounded by light and the clouds of 

heaven.   Besides Jesus, in the Jewish tradition and Scripture, 

Enoch and Elijah ascended into God.   In Islam, the prophet 

Muhammad is said to have had a vision while on pilgrimage 

to the Temple Mount in Jerusalem.   The prophet ascended a 

ladder to heaven. 
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Four hundred years before the birth of Jesus, Socrates taught 

the cultivated Athenian youth of the immortality of the soul.   

Socrates said, ‘Have you not discovered that our souls are 

immortal and never perish’.   In post-Homeric literature, the 

heroes were men who possessed a privileged destiny.   After 

death, their souls first went down to the realm of Hades and 

then were translated to Elysium, to live with the gods.   

Ascension is also found in The Egyptian Book of the Dead, in 

the mysteries of Mithras, Islamic mysticism and Dante’s 

vision.   The spiritual writer, Sara Maitland, says, ‘Myth is the 

poetry of the soul’.   Whether it is Enoch, Elijah, Jesus or 

Muhammad, many of humanity’s spiritual giants have 

experienced moments of ecstasy, of the most intense sense 

of spiritual union with the Divine.    

 

As we reflect on Christ’s ascension, it becomes easy for us to 

escape into another world, one which is disconnected from 

our own.   George Macleod, founder of the Iona Community, 
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helpfully pictures for us the ministry and death of the 

earthly Jesus: 

 
 I simply argue that the Cross be raised again 
 at the centre of the market place as well as  
 on the steeple of the church.   I am recovering  
 the claim that Jesus was not crucified in a  
 cathedral between two candles, but on a cross 
 between two thieves; on the town garbage heap; 
 at a crossroads so cosmopolitan that they had to 
 write in Hebrew and in Latin and in Greek (or 
 shall we say, in English, in Bantu and in Afrikaans?) 
 at the kind of place where cynics talks smut, 
 and thieves curse, and soldiers gamble. 
 
 Because that he where he died.   And that is what 
 He died about. 
 
 
MacLeod took his listener from the reverential and ethereal 

atmosphere of abbey worship, from cathedral, city church 

and chapel, down to the dirty, vulgar and faithless corners of 

society.   There is only one Jesus.   The Christ who ascended 

into heaven was the one who died a shameful, torturous 

death outside the city walls.    
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It seems to me that our daily task in faith is to call the Divine 

Presence to mind; to nurture our sense of the Sacred.   In the 

mind’s eye, in the soul’s vivid and colourful imagination, 

take yourself to Bethany, that town of resurrection, and feel 

the Presence of Jesus, the Shekinah, and let that spiritual 

awareness, that sensation, feed your soul.   In Islam, the 

Shekinah becomes the Sakinah, which represents the 

presence and peace of God; it means tranquility, peace and 

calmness.    

 

The German pastor and theologian Dietrich Bonhoeffer was 

executed by the Nazis on 9 April, 1945.   The SS doctor who 

attended Bonhoeffer later wrote of the pastor’s death: 

 
 On the morning of that day between five and six 
 o’clock the prisoners were taken from their cells, 
 and the verdicts of the court martial read out to 
 them.   Through the half-open door in one room 
 of the huts I saw Pastor Bonhoeffer, before taking 
 off his prison garb, kneeling on the floor praying 
 fervently to God.   I was most deeply moved by the 
 way this loveable man prayed, so devout and so 
 certain that God heard his prayer.   At the place 
 of execution, he again said a short prayer and then 
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 climbed the steps to the gallows, brave and composed.   
 His death ensued in a few seconds.   In almost 
 fifty years that I worked as a doctor, I have hardly ever 
 seen a man so entirely submissive to the will of 
 God. 
 
 The last words which Bonhoeffer spoke were to Bishop 
 Bell, who was present.   ‘This is the end, for me the  
 beginning of life’.  
 
 
Mighty myth it may be, but read spiritually, with the eye of 

the heart, Ascension is a story about being lifted and drawn 

into God; drawn at the end of death, perhaps, but certainly 

now in the present moment.    Amen. 

 


