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DANCING IN THE SKY 

- A reflection on Jesus’ Ascension 

- Bill Leadbetter 

 

The Ascension of Jesus is commemorated on a Thursday. It might not have occurred on a 

Thursday, especially since they didn’t have Thursdays in first century Palestine, but that is 

when – once a year – it is recalled and celebrated. As such, it is easy to miss. Forty days after 

Easter Day; ten days before Pentecost – both events that unerringly fall on a Sunday - those 

who practice a weekend faith miss it year after year after year. In missing the event, it is easy 

to downplay it, to not take it seriously as one of the Church’s “headland” festivals like 

Christmas and Easter. Yet its significance is indubitable and there is much to learn here if we 

have eyes to see and ears to hear. 

  

What makes this a bit of a challenge is that the Ascension is not an easy event to imagine. 

Some have found it too difficult. Rudolf Bultmann, for example, once stated that: “A man 

(sic) with a wireless and a scientific world view could no longer take seriously Jesus’ 

ascension into heaven.” While this was consistent with Bultmann’s project of 

demythologising the gospel to make it palatable for modernity, in rejecting the literal account 

as far-fetched, it degraded the authority of the apostles as witnesses and missed the point of 

their testimony. They too could not believe the evidence of their eyes. They too found it 

incredible. If it had not been hard to take in, if it had not been gobsmackingly extraordinary, 

then why make a fuss about it at all? 

 

The Nativity and Crucifixion are far easier to picture. The places, concepts and images are 

familiar. By contrast, the Ascension is alien and difficult. Birth and death are everyday 

things; being raised into heaven is not. Biblical accounts are clear that it was a real event in 

the life of the early church, just as prefigured in the teaching of Jesus as the Resurrection, but 

they are somewhat less precise as to what actually happened. Matthew locates the last 

meeting of the disciples with Jesus in Galilee, includes the Great Commissioning, but leaves 

it with Jesus’ farewell words. Mark has two endings. The shorter of these only takes events to 

the empty tomb, but the long has a short narrative of the Ascension (Mk. 16.19). John’s 

gospel alludes to the Ascension (20.17) but does not describe it. By way of contrast, Luke 

gives us not just one, but two, narrative accounts, a shorter version at the end of his gospel 
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and a longer and more familiar one in the Book of Acts. It is this last text that this reflection 

is concentrating upon: 
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 1.6 – 11 NRSV) 

 
This is not an easy set of images to process. Jesus seems to be raised into the sky, but almost 

immediately lost to view. The Ascension is not to be confused with the Transfiguration: it is 

not a glorification, but a simple departure. In the Old Testament, Elijah is taken into heaven 

by a fiery chariot (II Kings 2. 11 – 12). Here, there is no such spectacular conveyance. One 

minute, Jesus is there, amongst the disciples, giving them instructions and the next, abruptly, 

he is gone. He rises and vanishes. The disciples gape, staring at the empty sky, but Jesus is 

nowhere to be seen.  

 

If the disciples had difficulty processing what they had seen (and they were the witnesses), 

how are we meant to imagine it? Reading a book has been likened (somewhere) to “a movie 

that runs in your head”. But to run that movie, a visual and conceptual vocabulary is 

essential. For this purpose, gaps in the narrative are filled by sources beyond it ‘ “meta-

biblical” material, if you like – in this case, the traditional imagery or iconography that has 

been employed to depict the Ascension. 

 

As with much Christian iconography, images of the Ascension fall into a pattern over time. 

The earliest images display Jesus, front-on and displaying his wounds, being raised to the sky 

surrounded by an almond-shaped cloud of light (mandorla) which is, in turn, supported by 

angels. In some images, the hand of God is glimpsed at the top of the frame, receiving Jesus 

into heaven. By the mediaeval period, the angels had disappeared, but the stance, the light 

and the wounds remained. The Renaissance took over these images, and the mandorla was 

replaced by a more diffused light. As artistic styles became less static, the depictions of Jesus 

tended to show him moving to display his wounds. To the contemporary eye, some of these 

paintings, such as those by Perugino, Garofalo, Cavedone, Rembrandt, Constable and 

Benjamin West,  are unfortunate since Jesus, rather than displaying his wounds – as is the 
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intention – seems to be belting out a song to an invisible microphone or performing a rather 

awkward seventies disco dance.  

 

What these images have in common, across the ages, is that they are an interpretation of the 

event. They add details. Luke’s text is curt. Jesus does not take his time: he does not turn 

around and display his wounds, nor is he glorified in a cloud of angels. One moment he is 

instructing the disciples; the next, he is gone, taken from them, no longer there. Moreover 

these elaborated baroque and romantic images now draw an unintended consequence. Once 

the very act of elevation seemed extraordinary, but that changed in the popular imagination 

when Clark Kent first took to the skies in June 1938. Now, in the twenty-first century, 

pictures of super-heroes are everywhere, in comic books, computer games, graphic novels, 

movies. They are so commonplace that it has become almost normal to imagine a person 

flying through the air by virtue of their own power.  

 

These images also have made an unconscious contribution to the view that the account of the 

Ascension conforms to an obsolete cosmology that placed the throne of God in the heavens 

and the realm of the dead in the world beneath our feet. This is what underlies Bultmann’s 

aphorism and that strand of theology that seeks to interpret the Ascension as allegorical and 

symbolic rather than bafflingly literal. Luke’s texts are not so discursive. Both versions state 

that Jesus was taken from the sight of the disciples, not that they kept looking up as he rose 

and rose and rose and finally dwindled to a distant dot in the sky. The point is not that he flew 

away, like Superman, returning to God under his own steam; but that he was lifted up, and 

taken by God. He does not journey into the sky. His Father (and ours) comes to get him.  

 

This is a mysterious, numinous event that Luke can barely comprehend, let alone describe. In 

his Acts text, the entire account is accomplished in a single sentence sandwiched between 

Jesus’ final instruction to the disciples (the “Great Commission”) and the appearance of two 

figures in white who tell the disciples to stop looking at the sky. It is not that Luke does not 

think it important; he thinks is critically important. It is just that his sources did not elaborate 

beyond this bare narrative because they could not. There was nothing more to say – no 

effulgence of light, no clouds of angels, no hand of God, no dancing Jesus in the sky. It is a 

particular strand of theology, conditioned by centuries of art history, that has filled in these 

details and thereby them rendered them banal. In order to recover the Ascension we first need 
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to re-imagine it, so that our narratives restore that lost sense of the numinous that Luke so 

clearly sought to portray.  

  

To banish the banality and find some guidance in this task we would be well-advised to turn 

to a different art historical tradition. In 1511, the great German Renaissance artist Albrecht 

Dürer published a book of linked prints made from woodcuts. Drawing heavily on the images 

common at the time in northern Germany, this series of images, accompanied by text, were 

printed together and sold as a book. Many of the images that he creates are familiar enough to 

us, but his image of the Ascension is arresting to modern eyes. In his depiction of this event, 

Dürer shows the disciples and Mary staring upwards, clearly following the progress of Jesus 

as he rises into the sky. All that can be seen of him are his feet; the rest of him is cut off by 

the framing of the picture. This image is one which was used in northern Germany in the 

early modern period, and it inspired, in turn, the painting by one of Dürer’s students, Hans 

Süss von Kulmbach, that hangs in the Metropolitan Museum of Art in New York that depicts 

the Ascension using the same imagery.  

 

What is striking about these images is just how abrupt and straightforward they are. In that 

sense, they are much closer to the text of Acts than the elaborated Byzantine and baroque 

artistic images that have formed our impression of the event. They are strange and 

confronting, just as the Ascension itself was to those who beheld it.   

 

It is important to apprehend the Ascension. Its significance was clear to the ancient church. It 

features strongly in the letters of Paul (the earliest surviving documents of Christianity) and is 

anticipated in the gospels of Luke and John. By the second century, it had found its way into 

the church’s catechetical formulae as reproduced in the writings of Irenaeus and Justin 

Martyr. For Irenaeus, in particular, it was important to reaffirm the physicality of the 

Ascension and deny that it was some kind of spiritual allegory (as maintained by the 

Christian Gnostics against whom he wrote). For him, this was no mere polemical point. 

Affirming the physical reality of the Ascension was also to affirm God’s love for the physical 

world. 

 

The Ascension is the final act of incarnation. Up until that point, Jesus could only be where 

he was, even if it was through locked doors. That is why, in John’s gospel, Thomas misses 

out the first time. He is not where the risen Jesus is and it is only when Jesus comes again to 
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the disciples at a time when Thomas is present that the disciple has his doubts resolved. The 

Ascension marks the end of that time. It is not an allegory of union with God; it is Jesus 

completing his earthly ministry. It provides for us the clear dividing line between that 

ministry and the disciples’ witness to it. This is the point at which disciples (“students”) 

become apostles (“sent ones”). This is their graduation and our foundation. It gives 

authenticity to the real presence of Jesus in and at the Eucharist, ennobles the physical world 

through the union of the incarnate Son with the Father, and gives us a clearer picture both of 

the triune nature of God and the enormity of divine grace. 

 

These are all important points and each could serve as a significant launching pad for a far 

longer theological disquisition, but that would be to omit discussion of the men in white. 

Luke is very careful here. He does not talk about angels, instead leaving his reader to draw 

the implication. He is so careful because of the importance of what they say:  
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 1.6 
– 11 NRSV) 
 

If the entire passage is read, it can only be seen as an eschatological event.  Luke’s narrative 

here begins at v. 6 when the gathering of disciples asks Jesus if this is now the time for the 

restoration “of the kingdom to Israel”.  In his reply, Jesus says three things: that the kingdom 

will be restored in God’s good time; that the Holy Spirit will give power to the disciples; and 

that the disciples shall “be my witnesses in Jerusalem, Judaea and Samaria and to the end of 

the earth” (v.8). It is then that he departs, in a manner of leaving now marked by hope and 

promise. The two men appear as Jesus leaves and ask the disciples why they are still looking 

at the sky. They then affirm that Jesus will one day return in the same way as they saw him 

leave. That answers the question posed in v.6, but then adds more besides. As the men in 

white imply, the looking upwards is also a kind of looking back. There is, in fact, nothing to 

see. Jesus is gone. Instead, they have a new kind of work to do. 

 

Jesus’ ascension marks the beginning of the time of the church – that period between his 

earthly ministry and his return – when the task is for the community to bear witness to Jesus 

and the coming Kingdom. The Church of today has inherited that task. Descended through 

generations of witnesses, teachers and saints, we may still wait for that return, but that 

waiting cannot ever be passive. The Greek word for “witness” is “martyr” (martus). Our use 

of that word conveys a meaning that is radical and total. 
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Rather than thinking of Jesus dancing in the sky, we need instead to think of Jesus dancing in 

our hearts and lives. His departure may have been mysterious and its manner beyond 

description, but it is only that resurrected flesh that is gone. Jesus is still with us. In the 

account of Mathew, it is this point that is emphasised. Jesus meets with the disciples on a 

mountain in Galilee. When they encounter him, some bow before him; others hold back, 

uncertain of what is happening. Jesus says to them:  

“All authority in heaven and on earth has been given to me. Go therefore and make
  disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and of the Son and
  of the Holy Spirit, and teaching them to obey everything that I have commanded 
  you. And remember, I am with you always, to the end of the age.” 
 

He does not explain anything. Instead, he lays the burden upon them of “making disciples” 

(rather more specific here than Luke’s injunction to be witnesses), and the last words that he 

speaks to them are those of reassurance. Those words were meant for a wider audience than 

the disciples, now apostles. They are also meant for their heirs, for the communities of 

disciples that have existed ever since.  That is the point at which Matthew’s gospel ends and 

our lives as Christians begin. 

 

The paradox is that the Ascension does not take Jesus away. He is always with us, in our 

meeting, in our sacraments, in our hopes and prayers. Our challenge is to be with him. 


