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Ascension 2013 

Last Sunday I suggested that Christian life was fundamentally a paradox- a paradox 

between finding the place of truth located in Jesus the Messiah and finding the truth 

within the depths of our own lives.  Today, I would like to suggest that there is another 

paradox, perhaps an even greater one, that shapes our lives as Christians- the paradox 

of the simultaneous absence of Jesus and the continuing presence of Jesus through His 

indwelling and abiding Spirit among us and in us.  The feast of the Ascension which we 

celebrate today is the key, I think, for understanding this paradox and for seeing how it 

can shape our lives as Christians.  Ironically, the Ascension is one of those moments in 

the life of Jesus and in the Church’s liturgical memory which we often pass by, ignore, 

or downplay as having no real significance for us.  And yet it is crucial, it seems to me, 

as a corrective for some of the stuff that keeps tempting us in not-so-good ways. 

The first thing the Ascension of Jesus says to us is that in some obvious and crucial 

ways, he is no longer with us.  He is gone.  “Gone where?” is undoubtedly the question 

that we instinctively ask, and like so many things that touch on what is real, it is easier 

to say where Jesus has not gone than to say where he has gone.  The easy answer to 

this question is, “he’s gone to heaven”, but that answer just postpones the problem, 

because we then almost intuitively ask, “well, where is heaven?”.  And here is where it 

is easier to say where heaven is not  than to say where heaven is.  What is certainly 

clear, it seems to me, is that heaven is not a place, a location, in our space and time.  It 

is not somewhere in the universe.  I remember, when I was about 6 years old, when the 

first Soviet cosmonaut, Yuri Gagarin, came back from his rocket journey to space and 
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proudly proclaimed the truth of atheism because he had not seen signs of God or 

heaven anywhere.  Some Christians in America were very annoyed or insulted by that, 

but any reflective Christian should have said, “That is absolutely right. Gagarin did not 

see God or heaven from his rocket.  In fact, he could not have seen God or heaven from 

his space ship, because God and heaven are not located within the structures of space 

and time as we experience them.” 

“Well, then, were is heaven?”  The simple answer to that question is “I don’t know”, but 

the biblical tradition, which seems to be increasingly supported in some ways by our 

new understanding of physics, would, I think, say something like this: heaven and earth 

are different dimensions within the same reality.  Spirit and matter, time and eternity, are 

not far from one another. They overlap, they interpenetrate, and at times they intersect 

in such a way that we can perceive within the stuff of this world the stuff of the “Age-to-

come”.  The ancient Jews saw various spots, so to speak, where heaven and earth 

would intersect and where the presence of the divine could be experienced.  The pre-

eminent place of this intersection was the Temple in Jerusalem.  That’s why the Temple 

was so central to Israel and all of Judaism.  Christians stand within this Jewish biblical 

tradition, although we regularly have been tempted by various other religious and 

philosophical traditions which would disconnect and radically separate heaven from 

earth, spirit from matter, and time from eternity, but that is not our authentic vision. 

So, when we ask the question, “Where did Jesus go in the ascension?” our answer 

needs to be, I think, something like this: “He moved from the dimensions of space and 

time as we commonly experience them and is now present in another dimension for 

which our word “heaven” is shorthand.  He no longer is here with us as we would have 
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experienced him had we lived in 1st century Israel, but Jesus is still here under the cover 

of this other dimension of reality that we call “heaven”.  That’s why Jesus could 

simultaneously tell his disciples, one the one hand,  that he was “going away” and would 

one day “reappear”, and on the other hand, he could say to them “see, I am with you 

always until the end of the age”.  C. S. Lewis built his Chronicles of Narnia  precisely 

around this way of thinking and has given us post-Christendom Christians an image of 

how all this stuff may actually work.  To enter Narnia, you go through an ordinary 

cupboard door in an ordinary bedroom and there you find yourself right in your own 

house in the midst of the extraordinary land of Narnia.  That bedroom cupboard was the 

place of intersection between two worlds, two dimensions, within the same reality.  It’s 

not a bad way of imaging the Ascension of the Lord. 

Having said that, we are still faced with the question about the Ascension’s value for 

Christian faith and living.  And here, I think, the paradox of Jesus’ absence and 

presence begins to play itself out.  Christians certainly believe that in some way Jesus is 

still with his people.  The Eucharistic Prayer that I will be using today says, “Blessed 

indeed is your Son, present in our midst when we are gathered by his love, and when, 

as once for the disciples, so now for us, he opens the scriptures and breaks the bread”.  

There is real meaning to those words of Jesus, “and see, I am with you always until the 

end of the age”.  There is indeed a real presence of Jesus within the church when we 

are gathered by his love, when we listen to the word of scripture, and when we 

celebrate the Eucharistic meal.  Without a sense of this real presence, the church could 

very quickly turn into an end in itself, an organization doing its own thing without 

reference to the One present in our midst and to whom we are ultimately responsible.  
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We could all-too quickly become self-referential, curved into on ourselves, and listening 

to our own voice rather than trying to hear the voice of Jesus.  There is always that 

temptation for us.  It is precisely our belief in the real presence of Jesus in the church 

that can keep us from falling uncritically and unreservedly into this temptation. 

At the same time, Jesus is, in another sense, obviously no longer present with us, at 

least in the way we normally experience the presence of a person.  We can’t see him, 

we can’t touch him, we can’t hear him speak to us in any direct way.  He is no longer 

here, but he will one day reappear.  There is something completely obvious about this 

absence of the Lord which corresponds to both the witness of scripture and what we 

say in the liturgy.  “We proclaim the work of your love”, we will pray in the Eucharistic 

Prayer today, “until he comes again”. In the prayer concluding the Our Father, the priest 

prays, may we always be “free from sin and safe from all distress as we await the 

blessed hope and the coming of our Savior Jesus Christ”.   Jesus is not with us; we 

await his reappearance.   Talking about the absence of Jesus can be very disconcerting 

for Christians who emphasize the real presence of Jesus in the church.   

You can see this uneasiness, for example, in the development of Christian art.  The 

earliest icons of Pentecost picture the disciples gathered in the Upper Room with 

tongues of fire descending on their heads.  Right in their midst there stands an empty 

chair- Christ’s empty chair, because he is no longer in the midst of the Christian 

community, although his Spirit is present descending and filling the disciples.  Over 

time, that empty chair of Christ came to be filled in Christian art with either an image of 

Mary or an image of Peter.  Our dis-ease with Jesus’ absence became so strong that 

we needed to fill that empty space with something or somebody.  And then we begin 
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talking about somebody being Christ’s “vicar”, Christ’s representative taking his place 

on earth.  At first, the emperor in Constantinople was called the “Vicar of Christ”, then 

later on the Pope, then every bishop, then all priests.  And what we soon last sight of 

was that the real vicar of Christ is his Spirit, the Spirit that Jesus would ask the Father to 

send in his name and who would come to abide in each of us and in the community.  

The ascension is a very powerful reminder to us that Jesus is really absent, as well as 

really present, that there is a gap, a gap between what we now know and have in the 

church and what will be one day in the future.  This, it seems to me, is really, really 

important, because if we unduly overemphasize the real presence of Christ in Word and 

Sacrament and in the Christian community, we can all too readily slip into thinking that 

the church is the same thing as Christ, that what the church is and does is exactly the 

same as what Jesus is and does.  And that is simply not true.  Jesus is indeed really 

present in our midst, but there is still a gap, often a huge gap, between the concrete 

earthly community of Jesus’ disciples and Jesus himself.  The ascension helps us to 

keep alive a sense of this distance, this gap, which can keep us from falling into 

“ecclesiolatry”- a false worship of the church, its structures and its ministry. To the 

question, “Is there any more than what we currently have in the church?” the ascension 

of Jesus keeps reminding us that there is indeed more to come, that while the church is 

the body of Christ,  the church is not identical with Christ.  

When we live with an awareness of the ascension in our lives, we live a tremendous 

paradox of the gospel, the paradox of both presence and absence that keeps reminding 

us that Jesus is the One to whom we all are ultimately responsible, that the business of 
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Jesus is not yet finished, and that one day the bedroom cupboard door to Narnia will be 

permanently open.  


