
Things Are Looking Up, Acts 1:1-11 
 
 Do you have dreams of flying?  How do they end? 
 
 The great Italian director Federico Fellini wrote and directed his classic 
motion picture “8½” in 1963.  To that point he had directed eight movies and co-
directed another.  “8½” is autobiographical, chronicling a creative crisis that had 
gripped his life at this stage in his career. 
 
 In the opening scene, movie director Guido Anselmi who is stuck 
creatively in the process of developing his next project, is in his car in a tunnel 
stuck in traffic, at a complete stop.  The drivers in the cars that surround him, 
rather than looking forward, are all looking at him.  Anselmi is getting more and 
more anxious until he finally pries the window of his car open, struggles to get 
out and begins to fly over the congested traffic, free at last.  He has escaped. 
 
 Suddenly he's flying over an ocean beach, but attached to his ankle is a 
rope with a man on the beach, his producer or studio exec, yanking on it.  As he 
falls into the ocean, Anselmi wakes up from his dream, and the story of Fellini 
working thru his existential crisis begins. 
 
 Today is the Sunday after Ascension of the Lord Day. Anybody know what 
day of the last week it fell upon?  Did anyone celebrate this high holy day in the 
Christian calendar?  No?  Makes sense.  It's not a day that modern Christians 
devote too much energy to.  With good reason, I suppose. 
 
 The Ascension story occurs only in Luke's rendition of the Jesus narrative.  
It is found in Luke's gospel, and again in Acts, which Luke wrote.  The other 
three gospels don't say how Jesus departed this earth after his resurrection 
appearances.  It is assumed, perhaps, that he just kind of rode off into the 
sunset.  Not much closure there.   
 
 Because the story is only found in Luke, Bible interpreters have always 
wondered if this was spiritual lore which was added to the gospels in Luke's 
particular community to provide some closure to Jesus' life on earth.  Some of 
the later epistles in the New Testament mention the Ascension, but not the 
earliest writings, which we know were written by Paul. 
 
 So there's this literary reason to wonder about his Ascension, but there is 
also a historical, philosophical reason.  This story would make sense to the 
ancient people who believed in a 3-tiered cosmos.  We don't though. 
 



 The ancient people believed that hell, or the place of the dead, was below 
them and heaven above them.  The Apostles Creed says Jesus descended to 
the dead, and on the third day rose again and ascended into heaven.  The 
Ascension made sense to those people with that geographical frame of 
reference. 
 
 We've long-since abandoned this idea however.  Dirt and molten rock are 
beneath us; sky and outer space above us.  The first Soviet Cosmonaut who 
went into space became famous for saying - “I don't see God up here.  God 
must not exist.”  Well duh!  He was working from a world view that had been 
abandoned for at least 300 years.  If God exists, God certainly does not literally 
ride the clouds like the Psalms suggest.  If heaven exists, it exists in a 
dimension that earthbound humans have not yet figured out.   
 
 The question is – what might we modern people take from the story of the 
Ascension?  What spiritual significance might it have? Well, put briefly, the same 
meaning that the ancient people took from it.   
 

1) God is sovereign.  God is in control of the world, though circumstances 
may not always seem to affirm that.  The story is a metaphor for God's 
omnipotence and providential care of the cosmos, as the King. 

 
2) The Ascension speaks to us, as it did to the ancient people, of human 

freedom and hope.  Ascent is a powerful archetype in the human psyche.  
Note its prevalence in dreams. 

  
 Terry Anderson is an American journalist who spent 6 years as a prisoner 
of Shiite Hezbollah in Beirut, Lebanon in the 1980s. He spent that time indoors, 
and was blindfolded whenever they led him outside to another location.  When 
he was finally released, he was picked up by a car at night and his first request 
was not to find the best burger in town or even to see his family.  His first 
request was to “open the sun roof, so I can see the stars.” 
 
 Steve McGough, in his Connecting on Wednesday class on Christian art, 
spent an evening showing us pictures and telling us about the art here at 
Westminster, particularly in the beautiful stained glass windows.  As I think back 
on the class, I don't remember any representations of the Ascension.  It is not 
prominent in most church art.   
 
 Peter Marty, pastor of a church in Iowa, who has done a study of 
Ascension art in the Plains states, says that representations of this scene are 
common in the churches there, especially the old, historic buildings.  He said 



they served to provide a vertical dimension to a very horizontal land, both 
geographically and existentially.  Life was overwhelmingly flat and these pictures 
lifted the eyes above the flatness of life, above the rigid cause and effect of the 
mundane. “It raised their imaginations above the predictability of their days.” 
 
 Most historic churches, like this one, with their tall steeples and high 
sanctuary ceilings attempt to do this.  Studies show that people, when working 
on problems, function more creatively in rooms with high ceilings.  Want to think 
big thoughts?  Come to church!  Need to creatively work through some 
problem? Come to church! 
 
 Last week on Sunday morning I was at a crowded Starbucks in Turlock 
CA, where all these poor suburbanites were in the coffee line, heads down, 
fiddling with their smart phones.   I wanted to shout out - “Go to church; you'll be 
happier and more creative!”  I wanted to, but I was in line fiddling with my smart 
phone. 
 
 Where has your life taken on an overly horizontal dimension?  Where are 
you being held down by fatalism, the thinking that things can never change?  
Where are you stuck?  The Ascension speaks to you.  Not of escapism.  Like 
Guido Anselmi, we all have fantasies to transcend the oppressiveness of our 
difficulties, to be lifted up above them.  But indeed, the only way past is through 
as Guido, and Fellini I presume, found out.   
 
 No, rather than escapism, the Ascension speaks to you this day of the 
expansiveness of life, of God's spirit which supports you, and of possibilities that 
are larger than your current imagination.  It is the miracle of freedom.  Amen. 
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