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Ascension 2011 

 

Today we celebrate the Feast of the Ascension. 

Today we also are baptizing three little people into Christ and into the Christian 

community.  And being baptized into Christ and into the Church, in  a real sense, mean 

virtually the same thing, as we shall see. 

The Feast of the Ascension- which usually gets lost in our consciousness between 

Easter and Pentecost- is the key, I think, for understanding just how intimately 

connected Christ and the Christian community are. . but I’ll get there in a moment. 

Let’s start at the beginning- both the Ascension and baptism are about the body. . .  

A body here one day. . . a body gone the next. 

Bodies put into water. ..  

Bodies anointed with chrism and clothed in white garments. 

A body that rose from the grave. . . but also a body that could somehow get through 

closed doors. 

A body still marked with the signs of crucifixion. . . a body that could also once again eat 

fish and honeycomb by the lake. 

A body that people could see and touch and feel.  .  but a body that is now no longer 

with us. . .  

A body that is gone, parted from us, taken up into heaven.  Whatever this being “taken 

up into heaven” may mean, we know for sure one thing- that it is no longer here, at least 

in the way it was for 33 years and forty days after the resurrection. 
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And whatever Christianity, and the Gospel and salvation are about, bodies are an 

essential part.  We Christians are not Platonists, although we sometimes act and talk as 

if we were.  But when push comes to shove in our theology, we are not just concerned 

with that thing called the “soul”.  We are very much concerned with bodies.  And that’s a 

good thing. 

 

Bodies, however, also raise questions for us- all kinds of questions.  So many of our 

ethical issues, both Christian and otherwise, are about bodies and about what we do 

with them or don’t do with them.   

 

One stream of contemporary Feminist theology raises the question about bodies in a 

very direct way: it asks about how women can relate to a man, a gendered first-century  

Jewish male by the name of Jesus of Nazareth as Savior.  How does that work? How 

does this He – and Jesus is clearly gendered- we celebrated his circumcision on the 1st 

of January- how does this man function as the revelation, the disclosure, the 

incarnation, of God without also making maleness itself divine?  Or, as Mary Daly so 

aptly posed the problem: “When God is male, then males are God.”  I personally may 

not have a huge problem with that flow of logic, but I do understand that others may. 

 

Whatever else we do with this Feminist question- and there are various options- at the 

very least we need to recognize that it pushes us to reflect on bodies again. 
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When people encountered Jesus of Nazareth they encountered a gendered male body. 

. .  

A body born at a particular time. . . 

A body circumcised. . .  in the way that only male bodies can be. . .  

A body that developed and grew into a body of an adult man who used his hands to 

hold tools and work with wood . . .  

A body that both touched others, and was touched by others- the feet belonging to this 

body received the tears of a woman, were dried with her hair, and were anointed with a 

sweet-smelling ointment. 

This was also a body that finally was stripped of its clothing, beaten, exposed naked, 

crucified, and placed in a cold ,dark grave. . .  

A body that was also resurrected. . . bursting in a way beyond all imagination out of 

death and out of the tomb, and able to show itself to other bodies with the words, “See, 

my hands and my feet, that it is I myself.”  This statement of Jesus from Luke’s gospel is 

perhaps the closest affirmation in the scriptures that “I don’t just have a body”; rather, “I 

am my body”! 

 

And here with the resurrection accounts, things get somewhat strange in the gospels. 

The body of Jesus does not possess the “stability” that we usually ascribe to bodies.  

For those of us still used to thinking about objects, about matter, about bodies, in the 

older Newtonian, pre-Einsteinian scientific way,  bodies are solid pieces of matter, they 

are contained, clear objects; they are circumscribed and limited things. 
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The gospels, however, progressively lead us to think differently about bodies, 

particularly about Jesus’ body.  Already in the Transfiguration, Jesus’ body seems to 

burst its limits somehow.  It becomes revelatory of the glory of God.  It changes. 

 

Then in the Eucharist, the male, gendered body of Jesus hands His friends pieces of 

broken bread which He identifies as His body.  His body now meets us as bread.  We 

Catholics take this really seriously, and we don’t want to reduce this bread to being 

simply an empty sign of Jesus’ absent body that is someplace else.  We want to take 

seriously that Jesus Himself wills to come to us now as bread. 

 

Then in the resurrection, we are confronted with a body that is just as real as ours, but 

can be here in Jerusalem one minute and almost in Galilee the next minute.  It can  

walk through locked doors, but it can also eat breakfast next to the lake. 

 

And now in the Ascension, the gendered male body of Jesus is gone, gone.  You and I 

do not have access to Jesus in that form.  And yet He says that He’ll meet us in another 

way.  He’ll meet us in the form of a community of His disciples, as what we call “church”.  

The writer to the Ephesians, which we heard as our second reading today, puts this in 

the strongest, most realistic terms- “And [God] put all things beneath [Jesus’] feet, and 

gave Him as head over all things to the church which is His body, the fullness of the one 

who fills all things in every way”. “. . . the church which is His body, the fullness of the 

one who fills all things in every way”- this is how we now meet Jesus.  

 



5  

 

We no longer have access to the gendered male body of Jesus of Nazareth, but we do 

have access to His body as the multi-gendered community of His disciples!  The Feast 

of the Ascension is telling that that body- the body of a first-century circumcised Jewish 

male is now out of our reach, hidden, gone, but that this same Jesus wills to come 

within our reach in a new way- within the web of human relationships built in and around 

His Word and His sacraments.  

 

This is what we call the “church”, the “fullness of the one who fills all things in every 

way”  It is this real presence of Christ within the Christian community which we 

Catholics take just as seriously as the real presence of Jesus in the form of bread.  And 

that’s precisely why when we speak about “the church”  we are not simply speaking 

about the pope or the bishops or the curia in Rome.  We are talking about the entire 

body of the faithful, the entire community of Jesus’ disciples.  It is this body, this 

community, which is the “fullness of the one who fills all things in every way”.  At the end 

of Matthew’s gospel, when Jesus says, “And behold, I am with you always, to the end of 

the age”, he meant it!  This is the great insight, the great conviction of all forms of 

catholic Christianity- that for us to meet this One who has promised to be present until 

the ages are rolled up, we cannot bypass His community, His people, His Church. 

 

Jesus’ gendered, male body will one day re-appear, but until then, if I want to know the 

Messiah, if I want to connect with Him, if I want to have a “personal relationship with 

Jesus”,  I cannot bypass you, and you, and you!   Sometimes I would really like to be 

able to do that- to be able to go to Him without you, but the truth is I can’t.  And you 
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can’t. 

 

The Feast of the Ascension is a feast about bodies- Jesus’ body, our bodies, the 

Christian community as the body of Christ.  And today as we baptize these little bodies, 

we’re bringing them into, and making them part of, that great body, the “fullness of the 

one who fills all things in every way.” 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


