The Best of Both Worlds

Ascension Day – 5th April 2005

For many years of my Christian life I was rather confused about how important the Ascension really was.  It never seemed to match the drama of Easter and was always eclipsed by the excitement of Pentecost.  Yet it was regarded as one of the crucial events of the life of Jesus.

I was given various reasons why I should remember this day as special.  One stated that if Jesus did not return to the Father in heaven then the Holy Spirit would not come.  Yet I wanted both Jesus and the Spirit to be present, as it had happened earlier in Jesus' ministry.  As the saying goes, “I wanted to have my cake and eat it.”

Secondly, I was told that Jesus had returned to the Father to reign as victorious Lord.  But I wanted my victorious Lord a bit closer to me than heaven.

Over the years I have realised that the Ascension is as marvellous as Christmas.  Often in our language we talk of ‘earth’ as the place where we live, and ‘heaven’ as the place where God is.

At Christmas we talk about God coming from heaven to earth in the form of baby Jesus.  One of our songs says, "From heaven you came helpless babe."  God came from ‘heaven’ and invaded the ‘earth’.  This was to change the course of history for ever.

So guess what happens at the Ascension?  Jesus, in his resurrected human body, ‘invades’ heaven from earth.  Heaven is then no longer a ‘human-free-zone’.  Through Jesus, God brought heaven and earth closer together and started to mix up who lives where.  Things can never be the same again.

As the task of the church is to continue the work of Jesus, so the mission of the church today is still to bring heaven and earth closer together.  This is why we regularly pray, "Your will be done here on earth as it is in heaven."

The ultimate picture of heaven in the last book of the Bible is not one of us all being ‘beamed-up’ from earth into heaven for all eternity.  No, it is that heaven itself will burst open and fall to the earth to make all things new.

Our faith is a truly earthly and heavenly faith.  We are called to live in both of these worlds, and to have the best of both worlds.

It is therefore our task to pray that heaven will come more into our homes, the places where we work, among our network of friends, and into our town.

When we see the vulnerable cared for, the guilty forgiven and the oppressed released we know that the Spirit is working among us.  This is heaven coming to earth.  And Jesus, as our human representative in heaven, brings the matters and the concerns of earth to God.

Both of these worlds have come closer together, and one day we will not know the difference.
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