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 I trust you’ve heard the expression, “A leopard cannot change it spots.” It’s an English 

idiom, meaning that the character of something, or someone, especially if it’s a bad character, 

never changes.  Recent news from Canada, though, has proved that this old saying is not 

always true.  Leopards, it seems, can change their spots, especially if they are from Alberta.  

 I’m referring to the May 5 Alberta provincial election, which ousted the Conservative 

party after 44 years of reign.  Voters catapulted the New Democratic Party—yes, the 

psychedelic orange NDP in funeral blue Alberta--into a 53-seat majority government.  “I think 

we might have made a little bit of history tonight,” said Rachel Notley, Alberta’s new 

premier-designate.  Change has finally come to Alberta.”   Next morning, Alberta coffee 

shop patrons pronounced themselves “flabbergasted” at the result   Some commentators 

even thought this provincial earthquake might shake the wider world.  “It is a victory that will 

reverberate across the country and may have implications for this fall’s federal election,” the 

Toronto Globe and Mail breathlessly announced.  Others, however, were skeptical that a new 

order in Canada was dawning.  Speaking on CBC news, Federal Finance Minister Joe Oliver 

dryly noted, “That is really a local issue, and I don’t think it will have any federal implications.”  

All did seem to agree that on May 5, 2015, the Alberta leopard had changed its spots.  The 

bigger question was how much the wider world would change. 

 Which is the question on the minds of Jesus’s disciples, as they watch him ascend from 

earth to heaven.  Jesus has been with his disciples for 40 days since his resurrection, teaching 

them, eating with them, reassuring them.  But now the time has come for him to leave.  And 

the disciples wonder whether now the whole world will change its spots, whether God will now 

show himself to be King over the earth, and set up his visible reign, and lift up their nation over 

its enemies.  “Lord,” they anxiously, ask, “is this the time when you will restore the kingdom 

to Israel?”   

 And Jesus gives a puzzling reply.  “That’s God’s business, not yours” he says.  “And 

God does not disclose his timetables.  Your job is to let God’s Spirit lead you as God’s 

witnesses out of your little enclave of Jerusalem, out into the province beyond, and out into the 

wider world.”  And with that, Jesus ascends to heaven, out of their sight. 

 We call It the ascension, and in the church today is Ascension Sunday.  What is this 

story about?   Does the ascension mean anything in 2015?  Sometimes we think the 



ascension must be about Jesus defying the laws of gravity, becoming the first space traveler.  

Once in a Vacation Bible School class I used helium balloons to illustrate the Ascension.  There 

they went, up, up, up, like Jesus is pictured as doing, rising heavenward over the skies of Huron 

County.  But, did Jesus literally float up?  Modern, scientific people, like the doctors I taught 

in China, will scoff at such a notion, saying ha, that’s a mythical fantasy.  We know that bodies 

don’t go up in the air, and our orbiting telescopes have shown us that there is no heaven up 

there, only millions of stars and planets and darkness.   

 But the first readers of Acts would not have found this story of Jesus ascending up to 

have been so incredible.  They would have known Old Testament stories of Elijah and Enoch 

also ascending into heaven.  They would have also known our Old Testament reading today, 

Psalm 47, which speaks of God “going up,” God becoming King, God setting up his new 

government over all the other gods and nations.  So when Luke, the writer of Acts, pictures 

Jesus as “going up,” he’s not writing about space travel.  He’s affirming that something large, 

something grand, something affecting the whole cosmos has happened to Jesus, in his death 

and resurrection.  Now it is "Jesus who has gone up!"—this Jesus of Nazareth--carpenter's 

son, teacher, suffering, dying, buried, bursting through the tomb--HE HAS GONE UP--to sit at 

the right hand of God. 

 The right hand, of course, is the hand of power.  Your "right-hand man" or woman is 

the one on whom you rely to get the job done, the one to whom you delegate authority and 

vital tasks.  With the ascension, it’s Jesus who now rules the world, at God’s right hand, as 

God’s Prime Minister.  Which means the Joe Oliver-type skeptics are wrong—this is a seismic 

political event not only for one local province, not even just for the whole country, but for the 

whole world. 

 I think there are three reasons why the story of Jesus’ ascension is relevant for us in 

2015.  First, the ascension story opens our mind to better understand Jesus.  It tells us that 

Jesus is not only personal, but that he is also political.  And that should be good news. 

 In the church we tend to reduce Jesus to the personal.  We talk about Jesus dying for 

my sins.  I am urged to accept Jesus as my personal savior, who makes a way to heaven for me 

when I die.  We sing of Jesus as someone who walks with me and talks with me, and comforts 

me, as a buddy, a counselor, a friend.  This is not wrong, it’s all there in scripture.  Jesus is 

not less than personal.  It’s just too narrow.  Because in the NT, Jesus is also political.  He’s 

not just my Savior from sin; he’s also our political leader amidst the sinful powers.  He’s not 

just my intimate friend; he’s also this world’s Lord.  “He has become both Lord and Christ, this 

Jesus whom you crucified,” Peter, shortly after the ascension, will tell the crowd.  “Lord and 

Christ” are political terms, like President, and Prime Minister.  The ascension announces that 

it’s not the New Democratic party, not the Conservative party, not the Liberal party, not the 

Democratic party, not the Republican party, not the Nazi party, not the Communist party, not 

any other party, and not the one with the most guns, who is in charge of the world.  All of 

these rule only at the pleasure of Lord Jesus.  That’s because, in spite of still so much evil 

around, Jesus has “gone up,” like God, to reign.  He’s the one in charge.  And that should be 

good news. 



 Which leads to the second point about the ascension—also good news.  That is that 

Jesus’s rule over the world is now mostly hidden, but in time will be revealed, and be complete.  

Another story in the news last week was the 70
th

 anniversary of the end of World War 2 in 

Europe.  70 years ago, on May 8, 1945, Nazi Germany unconditionally surrendered to the 

Allied forces, bringing Europe’s 6- year nightmare to an end. 

 In retrospect, we can now see that the turning point of the war came 11 months earlier, 

on June 6, 1944.  That’s the day we call D-Day.  On D-Day, allied armies, including Canada’s, 

landed on the beaches of France and began to push back against the heavy German 

fortifications.  There was much heavy fighting, and thousands of casualties.  But by the end 

of D-Day, allied forces secured a beachhead, and had begun to advance.  In the coming 

months there would be much heavy fighting, including defeats for the allied forces. But those 

German victories were short-lived, because we now see that D-Day was the turning point of the 

war, the beginning of the end of the Nazi reign, to be finally completed on V-Day.   

 The good news of the Christian faith is that D-Day has happened.  It happened in the 

events we celebrated 6 weeks ago—Good Friday, and Easter Sunday.  The battlefield of D-Day 

was the cross and resurrection, where Jesus fought with, appeared to be defeated by, but 

finally broke the hold of the forces of sin and death.  And now, in the ascension, he rules over 

them as Lord.  Now the world, and the church, lives in this turbulent space between D-Day, 

and V-Day, when the defeated powers of evil are still powerful, and are striking back.  Every 

night, when I watch the news, I can get very depressed, by all the stories about wars and 

suffering and refugees fleeing from Africa and Asia in boats and dying along the way.  And 

then I need the ascension to remind me that the days of the evil powers of this world are 

numbered, and will come to an end.   When?  When will V-day come?  “It is not for you to 

know times and seasons,” Jesus says.  But be assures, V-Day will come.  And that is good 

news. 

 And then there is the third thing about the ascension.  It’s about the church, and the 

church’s task between D-Day and V-Day.  That task is to let the world know there’s a new 

regime.  And to do that, the church needs to get its house in order.  

 The morning after the Alberta election, one reporter asked Rachel Notley what her 

priorities are.  Her first priority, she said, is not to formulate grand new plans for her 

government.  Her first priority, she said, is housekeeping—taking time to choose her 

ministers, to put her cabinet together, to get the machinery ready for governing. 

 Which is just what we see the disciples doing after Jesus’s ascension to God’s right hand.  

They don’t right away run out and start preaching that Jesus has gone up, they don’t 

immediately launch into social action programs.  Oh, they soon will do those things.  

Continue reading in Acts, and very soon the preaching and the social action will come.  But 

that’s not what the disciples do first.  First, they take time to get their house in order.  They 

meet together, they pray, they wait—wait for the Holy Spirit.  And then fill out their cabinet.  

There’s a vacancy to be filled, that’s been empty since the death of Judas.  The writer of Acts 

goes to some length to tell us how they take time to carefully select a replacement for Judas.  

They come up with two names, Joseph and Matthias.  How do they come up with those 

names?  It must have been a result of their waiting for the Spirit, and their praying, and their 

group discernment.  And they finally choose Matthias.  Announcing the Lordship of Jesus 



requires careful attention to the church machinery of leadership, and structure, and 

organization.   

        Mennonites have tended to have ambivalent feelings about church machinery.  On 

the one hand, we have quite a lot of it—church councils and committees and constitutions and 

policies, schools and mission boards and MCC, camps and retirement homes and credit unions 

and much more.  At the same time, some of us are wary of church machinery, we’re worried 

about too much structure in our churches, because we fear that if we get too organized, too 

bureaucratic, the freedom and vitality and charismatic quality of our faith, gets lost.  And it’s 

true, that’s a danger, sometimes that happens.   

 But in this interim time, between D-Day and V-Day, careful attention to organization is 

needed.  The First Mennonite Church has been giving very careful attention to filling out its 

leadership vacancy, like those disciples did.  Are there other things in our machinery we need 

to tune up and sharpen, to make us stronger, to free us up to begin to carry out the policies of 

the new regime that has taken over since Easter? 

 After the Alberta election, federal NDP leader Tom Mulcaire couldn’t help gloating a 

little.  “What a great, optimistic, positive message it sends across Canada,” he exuded.  Well, 

whether you like the NDP or not, like all other governments, they too shall pass.  A much 

greater, more optimistic, more positive message for the whole world would be that an 

ascension has happened--not of one of our political parties, but of Jesus.  Because in the 

ascension a political earthquake has occurred.  Jesus has gone up, to reign.  And our task is 

to announce that good news that the leopard of this old world has begun to change its spots, 

even if it doesn’t yet know it.   


