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‘Artists evocatively bring Christ to us,
where we are’
‘… When he had said this, as they were watching, he was lifted up …’
Acts 1:1-11
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rtists and musicians are
interpreters. They take an
idea and depict it in images
or sounds, offering drama,
excitement and intensity. They can
heighten emotion, exaggerate spectacle
and develop simplicity, which so often is
instructive and inspiring. It’s the artist’s
or musician’s interpretation, to which
beholders or hearers then brings theirs.
Biblical stories in the hands of artists
and musicians are just as susceptible to
all this. Indeed, biblical narratives can
be significantly understated compared
with the works of art that depict them.
Christ’s ascension is one example. ‘The
story is unsentimental, almost uncannily
austere’, says the German theologian
Ernst Haenchen. I agree. Luke – in both
his gospel and in Acts – is indeed sparing.
He writes: ‘[Jesus] withdrew from them
and was carried up into heaven,’ (Luke
24:51). Then, in Acts 1:9, he says that Jesus
‘was lifted up and a cloud took him out of
their sight’. Maybe on the basis that less
is more, Luke writes so modestly that one
is left looking for something else. In that
vacuum, painters and composers explore
meaning; they’re theologians with
palettes and staves, each presenting their
singular, often expansive, impressions of
what Christ’s ascension might be about.
In 1636, Rembrandt created a shadowy
image of earth, sky and heaven, with
mortals watching Christ clad in full and
flowing white robes and on a (rather
small) cloud as he is lifted toward the
Godhead by angels. Three centuries
later, Dali painted what he had dreamed:
that Christ’s unifying spirit is like the
nucleus of an atom. In Dali’s painting
(pictured) it’s as if the all-but-naked
Christ ascends to be received back into
the very centre of all that is.

‘Might his dirty soles
prompt ours?’
Similarly, some musicians compose
unrestrained pieces about the ascension.
The Credo of Bach’s 1649 B Minor Mass
sets the resurrection and the ascension
in the same movement. It’s vivacious
– full of celebratory trumpets, dancing
strings and excited voices. We do not get
this from Luke’s spare accounts, but I
don’t find it hard to see how theological
reflection and imagination takes the
ailing Bach there.
And why should artists not let their
creative juices flow in this way? After all,
the ascension has immense significance
as a defining motif for how people have
come to understand Jesus Christ. Here
are just two of the many possibilities.
First, the ascension can be understood
as an extravagant way to describe the
status of Christ. In the incarnation we are
offered a profound sense of a grounded
God, ‘with us’ – ‘our God contracted to a
span, incomprehensibly made man’, as
Charles Wesley has it. At the ascension,
we are offered the counterpart: Jesus
mysteriously on his way to God. Could
it be there so that we don’t confine our
depictions of Jesus to the prosaic? He is

more than our pal; he’s our window onto
the ‘source, guide and goal of all that is’.
(Romans 11:36, New English Bible)
Even as the intimate language of love
has its place in our religious lexicon, is
there not also a place for the language
of awe? Of the inexpressible? Forty
years ago, during my United Reformed
Church interview for ministry, I was
asked whether I had a ‘sense of the
numinous’. I didn’t understand it then,
but I have come to believe that it was a
question worth asking. Do Christians
have a sense of the entirely other-than-us
holiness of Christ, at one with his father,
before whom we kneel, not so much in
unquestioning certainty as in restless
questing? As the poet Rainer Maria Rilke
puts it: ‘Eternal God, we come seeking
you, but not to bind you to an image or
a gesture.’ The arts are full of potential
to assist us in exploring the ascended
Christ. They attempt evocatively to bring
him to us where we are.
Secondly, the ascension has a unique
place in the Bible’s account of Jesus’
person and work. Luke suggests it is
the necessary precursor to the disciples’
receiving the Holy Spirit. Jesus goes and
the Spirit comes; Jesus’ work on earth is
completed and the Spirit-filled disciples
become his ambassadors. They are not to
stand gazing up into heaven, as if scared
to lose sight of him, they’re to return to
Galilee, their normality, there to find him
and there to make him known. Their
purpose as disciples was not simply to
worship, but also to witness.
In Dali’s The Ascension of Christ, the
dirty soles of Jesus’ feet are in the
foreground. Might they be prompting us
to get our own feet dirty, goaded by the
Holy Spirit, to ensure that the footsteps
of the One who trod this earth before
us are still making their mark as we
interpret his grace and truth in our own
Galilees? For me, Luke’s taut ascension
texts are the ‘less’ from which can spawn
so much ‘more’, via the hands of artists
and the feet of active discipleship.
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Chapter & verse – Nigel Uden (page 19)
Read Acts 1:1-11, followed by Nigel Uden’s article.
1. What adaptation of Bible stories, by artists, musicians, filmmakers etc, have you enjoyed?
2. Nigel’s article begins by highlighting the artistry of musicians and visual artists compared
to understated biblical narratives. He quotes a theologian who describes biblical accounts
of Christ’s ascension as ‘unsentimental, almost uncannily austere’. What words or phrases
would you use to describe the biblical text (particularly verses nine to 11)? What images does
it bring to mind?
3. Next, Nigel compares Rembrandt’s and Dali’s depictions of Jesus’ ascension into heaven.
What is your impression of these paintings? How do they compare to your impressions of
the biblical text?
4. Nigel’s fourth paragraph explains how Bach’s ‘theological reflection and imagination’
in response to the ascension leads him to compose a Credo that’s ‘vivacious – full of
celebratory trumpets, dancing strings and excited voices’. What feelings does this story
evoke in you and what kind of music would you use to express them?
5. Contrasting Jesus’ being raised to heaven with his first coming to earth, Nigel suggests that
the ascension exists ‘so that we don’t confine our depictions of Jesus’. In what ways can our
words and actions confine Jesus? Do we use enough of the ‘the language of awe’, as Nigel
suggests might be necessary?
6. Contemplating the ‘other-than-us holiness of Christ’, Nigel depicts Christians kneeling
before God ‘not so much in unquestioning certainty as in restless questing’. Have there been
times of restless questing in your spiritual journey? What might churches do to support
people in such times?
7. ‘Luke suggests [the ascension] is the necessary precursor to … receiving the Holy Spirit,’
says Nigel. He adds: ‘Their purpose as disciples was not simply to worship, but also to
witness.’ How might we be better disciples, and walk in Jesus’ footsteps today?
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For further reflection: ‘… O God, reach the high heavens. You who have done great things,
O God, who is like you?’ Psalm 71:18
Prayer: Jesus Christ, who came among us and took our humanity upon yourself, raise up our
humanity with you into heavenly places. Help us to tell your story, in all its awe. Amen.
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