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Clouds of the Bible: Jesus Rays 
 

It’s a little hard to believe, but we’ve reached the end, the last week of our six-
week “Clouds of the Bible” series for this summer. Thinking back on some of the 
cloud themes and scriptures that we’ve looked at together, this week I’ve been 
having some of those familiar summer feelings of how quickly time can seem to 
fly by during certain seasons of life. Clouds and time then might be a good 
place for us to begin today—as a way of remembering a bit of where we’ve 
been, and of setting up the last themes of our scriptures for today.  

Clouds and time. I found myself pondering the connection between the two as I 
looked out Friday morning at cloud shadows coming and going over the 
summer fields, the grass dancing in the wind, the clover and Queen Ann’s lace 
looking like confetti in the sunlight and then just a moment later like stars and 
constellations as a cloud shadow darkened over them. 

I looked out and a few fluffy summer cumulus seem parked over the mountains 
in the distance, content with their spot and not going anywhere anytime soon. 
Meanwhile a faint band of high cirrus at first also seemed fixed in the sky and 
unchanging, but upon further gaze the wisps at its edges were unfurling, just like 
their beautiful Latin name which means “curl,” as in the way that ringlets or 
curling locks of hair flow in the wind.   

Just above the cirrus there was a cloud changing even faster as an airplane 
headed east, leaving behind a rapidly evolving and eventually disappearing 
contrail line in the sky, a decidedly geometric and modernist cloud compared to 
the organic cumulus and the coy cirrus. 

*** 

Thinking back on our series here, I think about how the clouds have brought us 
into the different dimensions of time. Last week we pondered the biblical 
metaphor of “the great cloud of witnesses” as a way of imagining our spiritual 
ancestors, all those who have come before us in this great adventure of faith and 
spiritual practice. Earlier on we thought about the first reference to clouds in the 
Bible, as after the great flood God told Noah to look to the clouds in the sky, 
and specifically to look at the rainbow in the clouds, as a reminder of God’s love 
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for all creation. The clouds then can help us remember the past—all those that 
came before us and looked up at similar clouds and wondered, and they can 
help us remember the promises that God has made in the past to be faithful and 
loving towards us and all creation.  

In addition to the past, I think about how clouds can bring us to be awake and 
alive to the present moment. Jesus, we learned, talked about interpreting the 
clouds as a way of interpreting the signs of the times. We thought about how 
clouds are always changing, and how watching them as they configure and 
reconfigure themselves in the moment can make us aware of how we too are 
also creatures who live in the moment, and who are also always configuring and 
reconfiguring our selves in response to what each new moment brings. We 
thought about how, unlike say a beautiful rock that you find in the river and that 
you can take home with you to look at and study later, clouds are here one 
moment and gone the next, and you can’t take them home with you. Clouds are 
always and forever in-the-moment, “now” type things.  

And so from the past to the present, we come to our last theme for today and 
for this series, which is to try to think a bit about clouds and the future.  

*** 

If your relationship to time is anything like mine, then thinking about the future 
can feel a bit different and a bit more difficult than remembering the past or 
trying to be present to the moment. The future can feel exciting one moment 
and anxious the next. It can feel like something you can plan for one moment, 
and then the next it can feel totally unpredictable and surprising. The future is 
the place of our greatest hopes and dreams, for all that we long for in this 
moment but feel to be missing or absent from our lives; so too for the world that 
we dream might be possible but know is not the world we have now. But the 
future can also be the place of our deepest fears, as we shudder to think about 
what long-term effects climate change and other ecological disruptions might 
have on the earth and its future inhabitants, or as we think about the destruction 
that war and nuclear weapons might have, or even the destruction that a 
random asteroid strike or other natural disaster might have. And while we’re still 
alive, the future, of course, is also the place where death waits for us, the place 
that poet Mary Oliver calls “that cottage of darkness.” Thinking about the future 
then brings us right to the edge of what we can know and what we cannot know. 
It brings us right to the edge of possibility and impossibility. It brings us right to 
the edge of life and death. Which is maybe another way of saying that it brings 
us right to the edge of God.  
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*** 

Not very often, but every now and then in the Bible we find attempts to ponder 
the future in this ultimate way in the sense of thinking about the future as the 
very end—the end of this world as we know it. These moments in the Bible are 
categorized into a genre known as apocalyptic literature. Apocalyptic is a word 
with Greek roots which means something like uncovering or revealing, like at a 
grand unveiling when the sheet is taken off the sculpture to show the great work 
of art to the world for the first time. The uncovering or revealing that apocalyptic 
literature is interested in though is the question about the very end of time—
what is the end going to be like? 

The first such apocalyptic vision in the Bible is in the Old Testament book of 
Daniel. The book of Daniel is a highly imaginative text in which the prophet uses 
dreams and dream interpretation, along with other spiritual practices like fasting, 
in order to try to peer into and prophesy the future. And so we heard in Daniel’s 
vision about how God will be there at the end of time—the Ancient of Days—
and about how at the end God will send someone like a Savior to earth to set 
up a final order of justice and righteousness. And the way that the Savior will 
come, as Daniel sees it, will be as “one like a human being coming on the 
clouds of heaven.”  

It’s a fascinating image to ponder—the Ancient of Days sending a Savior to the 
earth who will arrive here on a cloud. I’ll admit that I often don’t know what to 
do, or what to make of apocalyptic visions like this, but here’s some of what I 
think of when I think about Daniel’s vision. The context here is that the Jewish 
community Daniel writes from was being extremely oppressed by the Roman 
empire about 200 years before Jesus. The world for them, as it has for so many 
others throughout history, must have felt like an unjust and chaotic place. It must 
have felt far from their deepest hopes and dreams for what better, more 
beautiful world could be possible. And so the prophet speaks to the people 
about the distant future. The prophet peers towards that more beautiful world. 
And his vision is that that ultimate future is in God’s hands. That, even if the 
world as it is now seems unjust and confusing, God’s justice and God’s truth will 
get the last word. The apocalyptic vision then is a hopeful vision. That the end 
belongs to God, not to the powers-that-be of today. That to the question 
“What’s going to happen? What’s the end going to be like?” the prophet 
proclaims, “God is going to happen. The end will be with God. The end will be 
God.”  
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And something more too, this is an end that will be with God not just in an 
abstract, distant, cold, philosophical way, but God will send the Savior close to 
us here on this earth, as close to us as the clouds, and in human form no less as 
well. In a very down to earth, personal way then, God will meet us in that place 
of our deepest yearning for a better world—that in the end, God will bring that 
world to us, in the form of a human one riding on the wings of the clouds.  

*** 

While Daniel’s vision is a unique, stand-alone apocalyptic moment in the Old 
Testament, in the New Testament his vision played an enormous role in shaping 
the early Christian community’s understanding of what the end of times would 
be like. From the Christian perspective, the vague “human one” that Daniel 
mentions is identified as Jesus himself, and that phrase becomes the main title 
that the New Testament uses to name Jesus as the “Son of Man.” There are 
references to this in the other Gospels as well, but in Mark during Jesus’ trial 
he’s asked if he is the Messiah, the Savior. “I am,” Jesus responds, “And you will 
see the Son of Man sitting at the right hand of the Mighty One and coming on 
the clouds of heaven.” 

In our second scripture from Acts 1 we heard an interesting twist to this cloud-
savior image from both Daniel and Jesus as we looked at that episode known as 
the Ascension, that moment when Jesus says goodbye to his disciples and is 
taken up into heaven. Interesting because not only are clouds said to be a part 
of how Christ will return one day at the end of time, but clouds are a part of how 
Christ departed from this world as well, in that moment that we heard about 
how “as they were watching, he was lifted up, and a cloud took him out of their 
sight.” The King James Version describes it a bit more poetically, “while they 
beheld, he was taken up; and a cloud received him.”  

Just prior to this moment, the disciples were asking Jesus their own apocalyptic 
questions about what things will be like at the end of time, and about when that 
time will come. As he does elsewhere, Jesus basically says here, “that’s not for 
you to know.” That’s not for you to know, because the ultimate end is God’s to 
know. The ultimate end is in God’s hands. The ultimate end is with God.  

*** 

There’s a breathtakingly beautiful cloud phenomenon that every now and then 
occurs in the late afternoon when the skies are nearly filled with a stratocumulus 
cloud field, with just a handful of small breaks in the sky here and there. The sun 
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itself can’t be seen behind the clouds. But visible rays from the sun stream 
through the gaps in the clouds and beam and fan out down from the sun to the 
cloud-shadowed earth. From our perspective down here as we look up, the rays 
converge in the obscured sun, which because of their perspectival effect, seems 
like it should be way closer to us than it is, these rays making the sun appear to 
be located just right behind the clouds, not the 100 million miles away that it 
actually is. Crepuscular rays, named after the twilight time of day when they 
appear, are what these are technically called, although they go by many other 
wonderful names as well. Ropes of Maui are what the Maori in New Zealand call 
them, named after the trickster god who is said to use these rays like ropes to 
try to stop the sun from setting and so prolong the light of day. The Greeks had 
a phrase for these beams—“sun drawing water”—because they thought that 
was how water was pulled up into the sky to form rain, an early attempt to 
describe the evaporation process. Buddha rays are what Buddhists call them. 
And for Christians? These are known as Jesus rays.  

*** 

Nobody knows, as Jesus said, when or what the end will be like. “Some say the 
world will end in fire,” as Robert Frost wrote, “Some say in ice.” But thinking 
about the end every now and then can be helpful. And clouds, our Bible 
suggests, can help us with this apocalyptic thinking. Thinking about the end can 
show us what we don’t want to happen. It can remind us of the broken places in 
our world and in ourselves, the places we need to get busy mending and 
repairing while we’ve got the time. And it can teach us something about what 
we most deeply yearn for, dream of, long for, believe in. It can bring us right to 
that edge of the known and the unknown. It can bring us right to the edge of 
God. Because if we can trust anything about the end, we can trust that it will be 
in God’s hands. We can trust that it will be as beautiful as God.  

The last book of the Bible ends with another cloud-savior apocalypse. “Look,” 
John of Patmos writes in Revelation chapter 1, “he is coming with the clouds, 
and every eye will see him.” And on that ultimate day, as the vision continues 
later one, the end will be with God because God will be here with us in a down 
to earth, personal way—and God will wipe away every tear from our eyes, and 
death will be no more, and mourning and weeping and suffering will be no 
more, and there will be a new heaven and a new earth. And the sky will be a 
Jesus sky, as Jesus rays stream from the beautiful sun through the beautiful 
clouds and kiss this beautiful earth.  

	  


