
 

 1 of 6 

Feast of the Ascension 2014 
 
Today is the celebration of the Feast of the Ascension in this archdiocese, and it is 

probably one of the most non-celebratory celebrations that we have in the liturgical 

year.   Ascension Day could pass and we would hardly notice it.  In fact, many 

Christians don't notice it.  And why is that?  Well, probably for various reasons.  First, 

because in some sense, the ascension of Jesus is a rather abstract idea for us.  We can 

often identify with different pieces of Jesus' life- much of what happened to him makes 

sense in terms of our own lives- but ascending to be seated at the right hand of the 

Father. . .  this is where we seem to part company with Jesus. 

 

Another reason why Ascension seems like such a non-event for us is that it is about 

somebody leaving, somebody going away, and this going away produces an absence, a 

not-being-present.  Oh yes, in Matthew's gospel, Jesus tells his disciples that he will be 

with them until the end of the age.  Now whatever he meant by still being present, he 

also meant that he was not going to be with them in the way that his disciples had up 

until that point known him; in some crucial, familiar way, he was not going to be there 

any longer. It's kind of hard to get all excited and celebratory when you are 

remembering that someone has gone away and has left a huge hole in your life.  Who 

wants to celebrate being left behind? Who really wants to mark the day of ascension 

when Jesus went out of this world never to be seen again? 

 

Yet, I would like to suggest a reason, in fact, two reasons, why today is helpful, but I 

need to clear away a bit of mythology before I do that.  We often think of the ascension 
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of Jesus as his being physically transported from one location to another.  All those 

stain-glass images of the ascension in churches in which Jesus is portrayed as hovering 

in the air, his hands raised in blessing, while the disciples look up at him with something 

between awe and delight encourages this "trans-location" way of thinking about the 

ascension.  It seems to me that we often intuitively think of heaven and earth as being 

really just two different locations within the same continuum of space and time, with the 

added, really Platonic, idea that earth is a physical, material place and heaven is some 

kind of place of "spiritual", non-material reality.  So at the ascension, Jesus simply 

moved from one location, a physical, material one, to another, non-physical, non-

material, kind of place- you know, the “place” where we "go" when we die.  That way of 

thinking about the ascension is, I think, a mythology that we can dispense with.    

 

The ascension demands that we think differently about how the whole cosmos is, so to 

speak, put together.  Heaven and earth, I would suggest, are not two different locales 

within the same space-time continuum; nor is one a physical reality and other one a 

non-physical reality.  Rather, they are two different dimensions within God's single good 

creation.  I think when we read the scriptures carefully, they present us with a picture of 

heaven and earth as being two different kinds of what we call space and matter and 

time, currently separated from one another, but occasionally intersecting with one 

another.  New Age thinkers, some quantum physicists, and lots of contemporary 

novelists have, I think, a better grasp of this when they take us into parallel worlds and 

spaces and times, but we Christians ironically often retreat into our rationalistic, 
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Enlightenment-age closed-system universe as soon as we think about Jesus and begin 

trying to imagine the relationship between heaven and earth.   

 

So, when we reflect on what happened at the ascension, I think we can say that Jesus 

"withdrew" from the dimension of reality with which we are most familiar and entered 

another dimension of reality in such as way that in some sense, in a new way, he can 

still be with us and available to us without, however, being physically accessible.  And in 

this new dimension, Jesus is already "Lord"- "all authority in heaven and on earth", he  

said, “has been given to me".   At the ascension, Jesus "went up", we can say, but in 

the same kind of way that we talk about students "moving up a grade"- it's an image, a 

metaphor, suggesting that something significant has happened, something important 

has changed. 

 

Now even if all of this is true, and we can somehow re-imagine a different kind of 

cosmos and a different kind of ascension, we are still left with asking “what does the 

ascension mean for us?”  Here is where I get back to the two suggestions that I said I 

would get to.  If God is, as the Catholic theologian, James Alison, says, always trying to 

induct us into a faith relationship with Him, always inviting faith and evoking trust within 

us towards God, how does the ascension of Jesus help with this?   

 

The first way the ascension helps, I think, is by making us deal with the difference 

between Jesus and the Church.  In some really obvious and important sense, Jesus is 
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not here.  He is not present to us, not immediately and obviously accessible to us.  We 

Catholics can sometimes so over-emphasize the Real Presence of Jesus in the Church, 

in the Eucharist, in the scriptures, in the liturgical assembly, that we can be left 

wondering whether this is really all that there is or will be.    In a sense, we collapse 

what is yet to be into what currently is.  The real danger for us Catholics when this 

collapse happens is that we can very easily fall into a kind of ecclesiastical 

triumphalism.  The Church, particularly in its present institutional form, becomes so 

identified with God and with Jesus, that the voice of the institution is automatically the 

voice of God and Jesus.  What "the Church" believes, desires, demands and requires is 

what  God and Jesus believe, desire, demand and require.  The Church then becomes 

self-referential, as Pope Francis has warned us, and this is very, very dangerous stuff.  

The ascension of Jesus reminds us that Jesus is "other"; that Jesus stands "over 

against", "above", and “distinct from” the community which he indeed loves but which in 

some significant way he has left behind.  The ascension reminds us that Church and 

Jesus are not the same thing  "All authority in heaven and on earth" has been given to 

him, not to us. 

 

Now there certainly is a continuing "Real Presence" of Jesus in the Church, in the 

sacraments, and even in the world, but there is also a "Real Absence".  Without a sense 

of the Real Presence, we might easily fall into despair at the sense of being abandoned 

by Jesus, but equally, without a sense of the Real Absence, we are left without a hunger 

for God, without a hunger for the transcendent and for Jesus.  We can only be hungry 
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for the presence of another if that other is somehow not with us, and we can only be 

hungry for that other if we have in some sense already known its presence.  

 

So, a sense of the absence of Jesus is the second gift of the ascension.  We all have at 

one time or another known and deeply sensed the absence of God- in our hollow nights, 

in our pounding hearts, in our unanswered prayers- and yet, significantly, these things 

have not stopped us from coming here today.  The absence of somebody is not nothing.   

It is something: it can bring about a heightened awareness, a sharpened appetite, a 

finer perception.  When someone important to me is absent from me, it becomes clearer 

than ever what that person means to me. If the relationship is strong and true, the 

absent one actually has a way of becoming present- if not in body, then in mind and 

spirit".  

 

So what do we do when we find ourselves in the place of a heightened awareness of 

Jesus' absence?  Well, we could just stand gawking, "looking up" into the metaphorical 

sky, and immobilized.  When that happens we need to remember the words of the angel 

to the disciples at the ascension in the book of Acts, "men of Galilee, why do you stand 

looking up towards heaven?  This Jesus, who has been taken from you, will come 

again". . . so . . . move your butts and start doing what he told you to do- begin looking 

in a different direction, begin looking at one another.  And those first disciples did.  With 

nothing but a promise and prayer, they stopped looking up towards heaven, began 

looking at one another and the world around them, clung to the spaces where Jesus 

promised to still be with them in another kind of way, waited for the coming Power on 
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the day of Pentecost, and got on with the business of being the church.    On this feast 

of the ascension, we, I think, could do far worse than learn from those first disciples! 


