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“Whatsoever Goes Up . . . .”  
Salado UMC—Preaching Text: Acts 1:1-11 

Easter 7—16 May 2021—Ascension Sunday 
++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++ 

“I try to make the here and now as heavenly as possible,  
in case there isn’t one to ascend into when we’re done.  

It’s a kind of insurance”—Michael Caine  

    ++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++ 
 

On its face, the opening story from Luke’s second volume of his masterpiece Luke-Acts 

seems about as far from the way an average 21st century United Methodist looks at the world 

as it can be. For starters, God lifts up Jesus and a cloud takes him from their sight. I realize that 

some churches specialize in speculation about such otherworldly scenes, but generally 

Methodists do not. We are, if you will pardon the pun, a pretty “down to earth” group of folks. 

We tend to be practical, pragmatic, and sensible people. Many of us are like Thomas, the 

apostle from Missouri, who said, “Show me” (John 20:24-29).   

Second, the apostles ask Jesus, “Lord, is this the time when you will restore the kingdom to 

Israel?” This does not strike me as a United Methodist type of question. We don’t commonly 

worry much about Israel, signs of the end times, or ponder the day of the Lord. Rather, again, 

we are practical, pragmatic, and sensible people.  

Third, most of us do not spend much time gazing up to heaven wondering when Jesus will 

return. Nor do we exert too much energy considering where exactly Jesus went when he 

ascended. These are not bad questions because they present themselves in the first eleven 

verses of Acts. But, at the same time, these kinds of questions normally do not occupy the 

thinking of practical, pragmatic, and sensible people, of which we are certainly a part. Hear our 

day’s lesson: 

[1:1] In the first book, Theophilus, I wrote about all that Jesus did and taught from the 

beginning [2] until the day when he was taken up to heaven, after giving instructions 

through the Holy Spirit to the apostles whom he had chosen. [3] After his suffering he 

presented himself alive to them by many convincing proofs, appearing to them during 

forty days and speaking about the kingdom of God. [4] While staying with them, he 

ordered them not to leave Jerusalem, but to wait there for the promise of the Father. 
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"This," he said, "is what you have heard from me; [5] for John baptized with water, but 

you will be baptized with the Holy Spirit not many days from now." 

  

[6] So when they had come together, they asked him, "Lord, is this the time when you 

will restore the kingdom to Israel?" [7] He replied, "It is not for you to know the times or 

periods that the Father has set by his own authority. [8] But you will receive power when 

the Holy Spirit has come upon you; and you will be my witnesses in Jerusalem, in all 

Judea and Samaria, and to the ends of the earth." [9] When he had said this, as they 

were watching, he was lifted up, and a cloud took him out of their sight. [10] While he 

was going and they were gazing up toward heaven, suddenly two men in white robes 

stood by them. [11] They said, "Men of Galilee, why do you stand looking up toward 

heaven? This Jesus, who has been taken up from you into heaven, will come in the same 

way as you saw him go into heaven" (Acts 1:1-11). 

 

 What are practical, pragmatic, and sensible people to do with such a passage of scripture 

as the story of the Ascension? We see our practicality in the ways we plan and strategize how 

we function as Christians. For example, our church continues in a rigorous time of prayer and 

preparation for our “Long Range Planning” team. We hope we receive their report soon. Not 

only that, but we also re-engage in a concerted effort to feed the hungry in Bell county. We will 

begin again visitation and fellowship which we have eased because of COVID-19. “Long Range 

Planning” is what practical, pragmatic, and sensible people do with stories like the Ascension 

story. 

Rationally, I must say that I am not sure what levelheaded people like us do with the 

Ascension story. Yet, something occurs in the text that guides people who are practical, 

pragmatic, and sensible. Plainly, Jesus lifted into the clouds dominates our attention. Yet, Jesus 

also gives us good practical guidance. He does this especially in the matter of living the Christian 

life with an eye to witnessing to the world. 

As we noted a few weeks ago, modern folk hear the word “witness” as a signal for 

browbeating and harassing someone into a faith confession. Yet, in the first century witness 
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had a much more positive connotation. “Witnessing” was what a person offered by way of 

testimony in a trial. “Witnessing” concerned “truth-telling.” Our modern-day equivalent would 

be the witness stand. People swear “to tell the truth, the whole truth, and nothing but the 

truth.” In the witnessing sense of Acts, Jesus instructs the apostles “to tell the truth, the whole 

truth, and nothing but the truth”—about him! 

 As we plan and dream of moving back into our re-constructed worship space, we realize 

that truly the church is the people. It is not so much a consecrated sanctuary that God wants, 

but it is a consecrated people that God seeks. Too often, we, like the apostles, ask Jesus (or 

God) questions like: “Lord, is this the time when you will restore the kingdom?” 

To us, like the apostles, Jesus’ answer seems lacking. We want to know dates, times, 

places, and of what advantage these realities may be to us in the future. Jesus’ answer to their 

question is concise, but leaves them in the dark. Jesus tells them, “It is not for you to know the 

times or periods that the Father has set by his own authority.” Their knowledge—or lack—does 

not seem to overly concern Jesus. 

However, what Jesus withholds in knowledge, he more than makes up for in mission. Do 

you remember what he said? “You will receive power when the Holy Spirit has come upon you; 

and you will be my witnesses in Jerusalem, in all Judea and Samaria, and to the ends of the 

earth.” Jesus shifts the apostle’s focus from knowledge to God’s focus on a mission. Jesus asks 

the apostles to be witnesses to what God has done for creation in Christ Jesus. God’s kingdom 

is not a political realm and neither is it a territory. Rather, the kingdom of God is where God 

rules human hearts. This is the substance and content of the apostolic witness. 

 Not only does Jesus give the apostles the content of their witness, Jesus also provides a 

map. They first begin in Jerusalem. Then, Jesus instructs them to move on to Judea and 

Samaria. Finally, their mission of witness extends to the ends of the earth. It is as if the whole 

story of the ascension reminds those who follow Christ that although it seems natural to stare 

upward into the heavens for a glimpse of God, reality dictates that “This Jesus, who has been 

taken up from you into heaven, will come in the same way as you saw him go into heaven.” And 

no matter how we slice it, Jesus goes to heaven by first submitting to God’s will. People 
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crucified him. Jesus was dead and buried. Then, on the third day, Jesus ascended into heaven 

by virtue of God’s previous resurrection of Jesus.  

To become a heavenly person, one must first become an earthly creature. A creature 

concerned for God’s creation here and now. 

David Mosser, Salado UMC, Salado, Texas 76571 


