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Imagining the Ascension 

We say it every week in the Nicene Creed: “He ascended into heaven”, but we don’t talk 

about it that much. Few churches, these days, formally celebrate the Feast of the Ascension 

that takes place 40 days after Easter. Let’s face it; Jesus’ ascension into heaven is a weird story. 

I suppose Jesus had to make some sort of exit after his resurrection – but if bodily resurrection 

is hard to swallow, shooting up into the sky seems even harder, for some reason. 

 I credit Bishop Jack Spong with helping me find my way back to church after abandoning 

it for a while as a young woman. His keen and rational mind helped me make sense of faith and 

his tendency to throw out the parts of Christianity that he deemed ridiculous, outdated, and 

harmful gave me courage to make similar judgments for myself.  

 He’s preached an anti-ascension message for decades. Back in 1998 he made a stir by 

posting his twelve theses to the internet. The 8th thesis was this: 

“The story of the Ascension assumed a three-tiered universe and is therefore not 
capable of being translated into the concepts of a post-Copernican space age.”1At other 
times he’s said that Carl Sagan once told him  “if Jesus literally ascended into the sky and 
traveled at the speed of light, then he hasn’t yet escaped our galaxy.” 
 

 True, I suppose, but perhaps the author of Acts and Luke was getting at something else, 

something we miss if we let our imaginations atrophy from too much literalism.  

                                                           
1 https://anglicanecumenicalsociety.wordpress.com/2010/06/10/bishop-spong-and-archbishop-williamss-
response/ 
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 From 2009 until just over two weeks ago, I lived in Washington, DC. It was an exciting 

place to live. I grew up in a political family. I can’t remember a time when I wasn’t politically 

active. I was writing Ronald Reagan angry letters when I was in the second grade. At sixteen, I 

campaigned for Bill Clinton. I thought I would die if he wasn’t elected.  

 I moved  to DC to serve in a church as an associate priest, but it was hard not to be star 

struck by political power. Valerie Jarrett, senior advisor to President Barack Obama, attended 

my church’s vigil for victims of gun violence and I thought I might pass out from being in the 

proximity of someone with such close ties to the uber cool Obama family.  

 On election day, this past November, I stepped out of my apartment in my pantsuit 

certain that the day would bring a coronation of sorts to the first woman president.  

 The shock of my bubble bursting the way it did this past year changed something in me. 

It’s not that that I was thinking of the presidential election as a horserace or a popularity 

contest; there are real people who are really getting hurt and going to get hurt by the election 

of one person instead of another. (Let me stop here and say that I realize there are good people 

of faith who voted differently than I did and have different understandings of government’s 

role in our lives; that’s okay!). It’s that I realized I was putting my faith – my hope and 

confidence into a person or a party. I was treating with reverence and awe, a human vessel – 

fragile and flawed. 

 In the progressive church circles I tend to run in, folks like to talk about, not the 

KINGdom of God with a “g” on the end of king, but the KINdom of God. The “g”, for them, 

represents a patriarchal and outdated conception of power. The more family centered KINdom 
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signifies a more egalitarian community, a community more befitting the God of love and justice 

we come to understand in Jesus. 

 However, losing the “g” jettisons the political nature of the kind of community Jesus is 

talking about, a politics directly opposed to the politics of the human world. The Ascension 

hammers that theme home. Why does Jesus fly up in the air? Because Jesus must go to be at 

the righthand of the Father. What does that mean? It means that Jesus is Lord; it means that 

there is no way to speak of God the Father without Jesus. It means that our allegiance is to 

Jesus who is where God is (wherever that is).  

 This allegiance has real world consequences. This allegiance leads to examples of 

political courage -conscientious objection, refusal to pay taxes that contribute to violence. But 

today I’m thinking of the courage it took for three men to stand up to a white supremacist in 

Portland2. Those men were martyrs, not just in their deaths but in the original sense of the 

word, because they witnessed to the love of God that always stands against hatred and 

intimidation. 

 And in a much simpler, yet no less profound way, in what we do today, baptizing 

Martina. Children, considered as members of society, are unvalued. Their care and education, 

the tools they need to flourish are last on the list for us as a society. But we, as Christians, 

baptize babies in order to say that though voiceless, they are complete citizens in the Kingdom 

of God.  

 It is not wrong to be politically involved in the world. No good Episcopalian would say 

that. The incarnation for us means that God works through us and all the messy, fleshy stuff of 

                                                           
2 http://www.cnn.com/2017/05/26/us/portland-train-stabbing/index.html 
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existence. But what we should not forget is that Jesus is Lord. Jesus is where God is and God is 

in charge. We don’t have to wait for election day in order to start living in God’s kingdom.  

 As for Bishop Spong and his speed of light traveling Jesus propelled into space, another 

theologian who has helped me along the way, Walter Wink had this to say: 

“The ascension was real. Something happened to God, to Jesus, and to the disciples. I am 
not suggesting that the ascension is nonhistorical, but that the historical is the wrong 
category for understanding ascension. The ascension is not a historical fact to be 
believed, but an imaginal experience to be undergone.”3 
 

 Imaginal, to imagine, in this instance, is not to make up or to pretend, but to use our 

God given powers of stretching our minds to step into a new way of being, a new way of 

conceiving of reality. That may sound strange, but it is what we practice doing each Sunday 

Eucharist.   

In a few moments we will renew our own baptismal covenant and reframe ourselves as 

citizens of God’s Kingdom. Jesus ascended into heaven so that we might know who God is and 

that we may fear no earthly power. Far from being an outdated or unimportant day in the 

church calendar, there may be no more central Christian conviction than this. 

  

 

                                                           
3 Walter Wink, "The Human Being: Jesus and the Enigma of the Son of the Man" (Fortress Press, 2002, pp. 152–54) 


