
Daniel Cooperrider       17 May 2015 
Weybridge Congregational Church    Acts 1:1-11 
 
 

Ascension: Like Christ We Rise 
                    
In honor of today being our “Church Clean Up Day,” where after church we’ll be 
giving some of our time and efforts to beautifying this building and these grounds, 
I want to try to keep my reflections on the shorter side today…something like less 
talking and more cleaning…and in a sense that’s where our text ends today 
doesn’t it? 
 
So it ends with Jesus’ followers just standing there together, and they’re looking 
off, gazing into the distance… “They stood there, staring into the empty sky,” is 
what we heard, when “Suddenly two men in white robes appeared.” And they 
said, “You Galileans!—why do you just stand here looking up at an empty sky?” 
 
“Ye men of Galilee,” as the older translation puts it, “why stand ye gazing up into 
heaven?” 
  
In other words, the implication here I think is something like, don’t just stand 
there, do something! You know, I think the lectionary worked out in our favor here 
today, because—Don’t just stand there, do something—that’s about as good of a 
“Church Clean Up Day” message as one could hope for. 
 
But of course, as with just about every verse of scripture that we read, there’s 
much, much more going on here than first meets the eye. And “meets the eye” is 
an interesting way to think about it today, because the story of Christ’s ascension 
is one of the most visually striking out of all the events in his life, and so it’s no 
surprise that this is one of the most popular themes in the history of Christian art. 
You go into any art museum, for example, and I bet you’ll find some of these 
classic ascension paintings…usually a robed and shining Jesus floating up to the 
clouds… 
 
The Scottish theologian and biblical scholar William Barclay once said something 
pretty bold about the ascension and about these ascension paintings— “The 
ascension is far and away the most difficult incident in the life of Jesus either to 
visualize or to understand…No one has ever succeeded in painting a picture of 
the Ascension which was anything other than…ridiculous." When I thought of 
that, I thought, well if masters like Rembrandt and  El Greco and Giotto can’t 
even do this scripture justice, how can a young preacher in a little Vermont 
country church even hope to come close… 
 



And so I thought, if even the best art is ridiculous, then I might as well just risk 
saying some ridiculous things myself… 
 
So, here we go…my ridiculous thinking about the Ascension began when I found 
myself this week taking a step back from this story, and thinking a bit about how 
it fits into the broader sweep of the church’s liturgical year—I thought about how 
we’re sort of at the end today of a great journey that began back in December, 
where, as the days were shortening, we began in a spirit of eager anticipation, 
awaiting the single birth of a single child...and then during Christmas we 
celebrated the birth of that child, a new being brought into the world, a pure gift, 
and a good reminder as we began the new year that  “gift” in the end might be a 
good name in fact for everything that exists—that there’s always a certain “need-
not-have-been” quality to things, which when we remember it, can make 
everything around us glow again with miracle and with wonder… 
 
And then as the year rolled on, and as the days lengthened, we witnessed the 
development or the evolution of this gift-child, this Christ child, a development 
which is its broad strokes mirrors the development of our own Christian faith and 
practice—so, for example, we witnessed the development of a certain type of 
understanding or God-consciousness; the development of morality and an ethic 
of compassion and forgiveness; the development of courage to stand up for what 
one believes in; the development of friendship and community and a love for 
one’s neighbor; the development of an internal life—a life of prayer and 
contemplation; and the development of an external life, as well—a life of action 
and responsibility.  
 
And then, during Lent, we witnessed something about the resilience of the 
human spirit in terms of how that life dealt with temptation, trial, injury, doubt, 
failure, loss… all the while keeping alive and clinging to a certain joy and hope…  
  
With Holy Week and Easter, then, we witnessed how not even what we 
understand as death can put an end to such a life as this, but that death in a 
sense just signals a new way of being understood, a new way of being 
experienced, a new way of being present and leaving a positive trace or a 
positive effect upon things.  
 
And then finally, as we trace the last moment of the great arc of this life, we come 
to today, and to this extraordinary moment that we call the ascension—where we 
witness that life being taken up, or rising, into its final rest and peace in the full 
and final presence of God… 

*** 
I went for a walk earlier this week, and you know it was a pretty normal thing, 
really. As I began I had all sorts of thoughts swirling around…details to keep 
track of…relationships to be mindful of…joining in spirit with people close at hand 



and far away, either celebrating or mourning, or maybe even celebrating and 
mourning at the same time; things to be grateful for, things to be sad about, 
things to lift up to God in prayer….and from the great big world of concern that’s 
in each of us, there’s also this great big world of wonder beyond us…and at one 
point in the walk that great big world called to me, and I just had to stop, and step 
back, and try to take it all in. 
 
The poet Wallace Stevens captures this moment so well with his short verse: “In 
my room, the world is beyond my understanding; but when I walk I see that it 
consists of three or four hills and a cloud.”  
 
And so as I stepped back, I thought about the hills and the clouds, and I thought 
also about Jesus ascending, I thought about him looking down as he was rising 
away from the earth—maybe like how we do on an airplane or maybe someday 
on a space-ship—and I thought of the ascension in terms of being able to look 
out over it all in this way…all the little dramas and all the big dramas…all the 
beauty and the confusion…all the ways in which it could be better and all the 
ways in which it’s already perfect… 
 
One of the ridiculous ascension-inspired thoughts I suggested earlier was that 
death in some sense can signal a new way of being present and leaving a 
positive trace or effect upon things, and we can certainly feel the truth of that in a 
powerful way today when we think about Jesus…but we can feel it I think in other 
ways and with other people as well….and to end I would invoke the spirit of the 
poet Maya Angelou who died last year …She has a great ascension-themed 
poem titled “Still I Rise,” that I recommend that you read this week, and in one 
recording of her reading that poem, she introduces it by saying: 
 
 “Everyone in the world has gone to bed one night or another with fear or pain, or 
loss or disappointment. And yet each of us has awaken arisen, somehow made 
our ablutions, seen other human beings and said ‘Morning, Hi how are you? Fine 
thanks, and you?’ It’s amazing that wherever that abides in the human being 
there is a nobleness of the human spirit. Despite it all, black and white, Asian, 
Spanish, Native-American, pretty, plain, thin, fat, vowed or celibate, we rise.” 
 
Despite it all, she says…and despite it all, the overall arc of a human life as our 
faith pictures it…despite it all, we rise.  
 


