
Why do you stand looking up toward toward heaven?  
Easter 6, 2017  Acts 1:1-11 Ascension May 25, 2017 

Transitions. For the last month, our mailbox at home has been filling up with cards announcing people’s 
graduations. I love these cards – first of all, this is interesting mail, a nice change from advertisements 
and catalogs. I love the pictures, and marvel that once again, children have grown up into lovely young 
men and women. The cards announce a celebration – true achievements. They also remind me of 
transition – for the students who are now finishing High school, college and going on to something else 
as well as for families whose child will embark on whatever is next. I got one card last week that was 
especially joyful and poignant. This is for a rehearsal dinner for a wedding I’m doing at the end of June. 
The young man, Evan, I’ve known since he was in Vacation Bible School at Maple Grove. I was at his high 
school graduation, I confirmed him, and took him on mission journeys to Mexico. Now he’s getting 
married.  

Transition and change is all around us. Graduations in one decade, retirement in another. Welcoming a 
new baby changes everything, as does news about a person’s death and changes in health. There is truth 
in the cliché that the only thing that doesn’t change is that everything changes.  

I’ve been thinking about transition and change because this true for us, God’s beloved people of St. 
Luke’s on 5th. After ten years together, for me this change is bitter sweet. I’m sad to be leaving St. Luke’s.  
And I am encouraged by the new minister, Rev. Kevin Orr, and the possibility of St. Luke’s becoming part 
of King Ave. One thing will never change, though. I love you, St. Luke’s. You are in my heart to stay. I 
also know that you have big hearts and that you can love me and love Pastor Kevin. Change always 
comes bearing gifts. It is for us to notice and receive with gratitude.  

Today’s scripture is about transition. I first learned this story of Jesus’ Ascension from my senior pastor 
Bill Croy back at Maple Grove. Bill loved this story. He always focused his sermon on the phrase, “Why are 
you standing around looking up?” Then Bill would say, “God is here, all around. God’s work is here, all 
around. God’s love is here, all around.”  

This is the message today. So often when things are changing, the temptation is to look everywhere else 
instead of what is in front of us. The temptation is to look up – where did Jesus go? The temptation is to 
look back – suddenly Egypt seems so much better. In the midst of change God sends angels, messengers 
with these words. “Why are you looking up?”  

In the calendar of the Christian year the day of Ascension is always on a Thursday, 40 days after the 
resurrection. This year, it’s Thursday May 25th. In the Apostles’ Creed, we refer to this when we say, “He 
ascended into heaven.” The scriptures describe ascension as a mystical, other worldly, event. The gospel 
writer, Luke, says it happens like this. The Risen Christ is talking to the disciples, and then he is “lifted up 
and a cloud took him out of their sight.” This is in the Bible, right there, printed in black and white. Still, 
it’s hard to wrap my head around and I think others have this experience also. Most of the paintings I’ve 
seen have Jesus kind of hovering in between earth and the sky. As a young child, one painting that sort 
of freaked me out had the disciples looking up into the sky staring at two feet dangling below the clouds.  
  
I don’t think this is the image the Triune God is going for. It makes it seem as though God named Jesus is 
either here on earth or up there somewhere in heaven or stuck in between. This is dualistic thinking and 
in Western Christianity, it’s one of the biggest barriers to spiritual growth. By dualistic thinking I mean 
that everything is experienced as either/ or. Good or bad. Right or wrong. Here or there. Yes or no. Taken 
to its extreme, this kind of thinking creates polarization and leads to division like we’re seeing in the 
culture and politics and in the United Methodist denomination. Dualistic thinking insists on one way and 
rejects nuance. Of course, getting through the day does require some either/ or thinking. For example, 
when it comes to directions, we need to choose – do we turn left or right, go north or south. Often, 
though, in our spiritual life, our faith, our experiences of God are more complex. God won’t be contained 



by only two possibilities, this way or that. The scriptures, and Jesus take us beyond the limits of either/or, 
and into a place that is broader, deeper, many layered. This is the invitation to God’s deeper spirit. The 
ascension scripture invites us into a transition where spiritual growth is possible. (This section on dualistic 
thinking is from https://onbeing.org/programs/richard-rohr-living-in-deep-time/ , April 13, 2017 interview “Living in Deep Time.) 

Every transition has three stages. The ending, the in between, and the beginning. The challenge is to 
move through each stage. The temptation is to get stuck in a loop. Here is an example.  

This past week I watched the season finale of one of my favorite tv shows – The Middle. The oldest son, 
Axel, graduated from college. A clear ending. He moved home and was looking for a job when he 
received an invitation to go to Europe for the summer with his friend. Of course, Axel wanted to go to. 
His father said no, that Axel needed to stay home, find a job, get started with the rest of his life. This is 
the in between – the ending has happened and the beginning isn’t clear It’s the hardest place to stay, 
and it’s where the disciples. Jesus died, a clear ending. Then he was resurrected – a beginning - and kept 
visiting them in their daily lives – at work, on walks, at meals – the in between? Now the Living God 
seems to be leaving again – Up and down, dead and alive – the in between is a hard place to be. Where 
the ending is known and the beginning isn’t clear.  

Here is where we can get stuck in a loop. Thomas said, “I am not going to keep loving this God unless I 
see God again.” The ending was too hard for Thomas and he was at risk of drifting away from God and 
the community. Then God showed up and said, Do not not love me, but love me. We can love God, we 
can move forward to what is next and not get stuck in the ending. In the tv show, the parents finally 
agreed to bless their son as he went to Europe. The father said, “I just wanted one more summer with 
him at home. Because you know what is going to happen. He’s going to find a job, and get an apartment, 
and move on. I was just hoping for one more summer, to watch some ballgames, and be here, all 
together.” The father was getting stuck in the ending, trying to hold on to his son a little longer. The 
beginning – whenever it comes – can also include ballgames and time together. I love the line in the 
Hymn of Promise, “in the end is our beginning”. Natalie Sleeth wrote these words after her husband died. 
She was so sad and ached for his presence. This kind of loss – of a spouse, a friend, a child – it aches in 
your bones, deeper even, at the cellular level. Endings hurt. And yet, in the end is our beginning.  

Maybe this is why the messengers appeared to the disciples, the ones who were standing around looking 
up. I wonder if these are the same two messengers who showed up at the empty tomb and told the 
women that Jesus was risen. That God is alive. This time, they say, “Why are you looking up?” In other 
words, God isn’t up there somewhere. Look around. God is here, in God’s beloved people. God is here, in 
the beauty of creation. God is here, in the words that God has given us. God is here, with us as we wait 
for the next beginning.  

Change is hard. And, change comes bearing gifts. When we resist change, we also resist the growth and 
blessing that it brings. Here is my hope and prayer as we journey through this last month together. That 
we open our minds to what is next. That we open our hearts and let go of resistance. That we open our 
lives because God has made our hearts big enough to embrace whatever comes.  

Let’s not waste our time looking up. Instead, let’s participate in Summer 2 Serve. Let’s welcome The Hive 
and Rev. Kevin Orr. Let’s remember all the good that God has done these last ten years, these last 60 
years. Let’s prepare, because God promises that the best, resurrection, new life, the best is yet to come.  

Christ is Risen. Christ is Risen indeed. Alleluia. 
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