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Oil & Wine  The Ascension of the Lord

Seventh Sunday of Easter

• Acts 1:1-11  • Ps 47 (46):2-3, 6-9  • Eph 1:17-23  • Luke 24:46-53

The feast of the Ascension celebrates one aspect of Jesus’ Easter mystery: his exaltation to heaven. So large is the Easter mystery that we have eight weeks to celebrate its aspects. It is like an exquisite jewel that the church holds in her hands, turning it in various directions to catch the different dazzling colours that burn at its heart. In recent years, the church has revised some of its liturgical approaches to the Ascension so that we recognise it more in the Easter context. In most places, it is no longer ‘Ascension Thursday’ but the Seventh Sunday of Easter, and the Paschal Candle is not extinguished, but continues to burn until Pentecost Sunday, the end of Eastertide. The late 8th century Anglo-Saxon poet, Cynewulf, describes the life of Jesus as a ‘leaping’ life: from his first leap into Mary’s womb; the leap of his birth in our human flesh; his leap onto the tree of the cross; his leap to raid (or ‘harrow hell’) and release the just ones from death; his leap from the tomb; and the sixth leap of his ascension:

It was the sixth leap when our Lord in triumph

Ascended on high to his former home.

In that holy hour the angel host

Grew blithe with rapture and holy joy,

Beholding the Lord of glory, the Leader of princes,

Returning to His native country those shining courts…

As here on the earth’s soil God’s eternal Son

Mounted by leaps above the high hills,

Bold on the mountains, so we mortals

In our hearts’ musings must mount by leaps

From strength to strength and strive for glory,

That we may ascend by holy works

To the highest heavens where are joy and hope… 

This is what Luke urges us to do in the first reading from Part 2 of his gospel, the beginning of Acts of the Apostles; it is what he urged us to do at the end of Part 1 of his gospel, as we will hear in today’s third reading. Is Luke just being repetitive, ringing only a few changes, and why? What Luke is doing is stitching together the two aspects of Jesus’ good news: that which he proclaimed when he was present in the flesh among his people, and that of his ‘absent presence’ in the church through his Spirit. In the first eleven verses of Acts, Luke sews on some extra touches to the last eight verses of his gospel.  Throughout the Acts of the Apostles there is this parallelism, this hinge on which now hangs the enduring responsibility of the church: to be the presence of Jesus in the world and to witness to him in the power of the Spirit. Luke’s concern is not about ‘knowledge,’ about the disciples’ persistent questions – and often ours – concerning the when and the how of the coming of the kingdom of God and his return. His concern is about the faith and mission of the Christian community. 
Luke is the only evangelist that gives us two graphic descriptions of the ascension. Jesus’ resurrection was also his exultation, but as a master storyteller, Luke chooses to clothe the mystery in symbols of faith. The kingdom is not a territory or a political realm, not something to be calculated by crystal ball gazing, but rather the ruling presence of God over human hearts which the Holy Spirit, the promised gift of the Father, will help them to establish in their personal and communal depths. “And as he said this, he was lifted up while they looked on, and a cloud took him out of their sight”: Luke shows us Jesus’ physical, bodily exultation as an affirmation of resurrection faith. Jesus is not just a wraith-like, resuscitated corpse. His departure marks the end of his bodily time on earth so that his timeless, unbounded presence may come in his Spirit. There is embedded here the memory of other goings for the sake of new comings: Moses had to leave so that Joshua could work with his prophetic spirit (Deut 34:9); Elijah must depart before Elisha can receive a double portion of his prophetic spirit (2 Kgs 2:9). While Jesus is physically present, he is available only to those who encountered him; by his Spirit, he can be present to his disciples of all time, and they can make his unbounded presence available to all peoples, “to the ends of the earth.”
The cloud, too, is a reminder of the biblical tradition in which the holy ones of God, such as Moses and Elijah (cf. Ex 19:16; Luke 9:34), were ‘taken up’ into the larger mystery of God’s revealing yet hidden presence. In 2 Kings 2, the prophet Elijah tells Elisha that he will be his prophetic successor if he sees him ascending into heaven. When he does witness this ascent, Elisha takes up the mantle of Elijah and passes over into his new mission, filled with a double portion of his master’s spirit. We need to take our place with the disciples who are gawking up at the heavens. As the disciples watch, two men dressed in white, and reminiscent of the two dazzling resurrection angels, appear and ask them why they are just standing looking up into the sky? Like the messengers at the tomb who told the women that Jesus was no longer in the place of death but had risen, and the women become the first forth-tellers of this to the apostles, so the two men at Jesus’ ascension also affirm that he is no longer in this place of earth. The question implies that the disciples have false expectation, are doing the wrong kind of ‘waiting,’ – waiting that is a dawdling, a missing the point of Jesus’ promise about the Holy Spirit, the gift of the Father… In Jerusalem, Jesus will soon become an absent presence to them in the outpouring of this Spirit. This is the holy waiting for the power which will transform the earth; this is the leap of faith to which we, who have received the Holy Spirit, are all challenged on Ascension Day.
Following the tradition of the early church, we respond to the first reading with verses of Ps 47 (46), celebrating that God “goes up” to the praise and acclaim of the people. We do not know what the actual event was that the psalmist was originally praising, but it would have been some ritual acclamation of God’s kingship over the whole earth: perhaps the carrying up of the ark of the covenant to the Jerusalem Temple, the coronation and enthronement of a new king, God’s anointed, or the celebration of a great state occasion. In today’s festal liturgy we celebrate a memory and meaning that take on new significance in the ‘going up’ of Jesus that becomes our prayer and praise.
The author of the Letter to the Ephesians acknowledges the faith and love of this church, and prays that each member may continue to have “the eyes of your heart” enlightened by the spirit of wisdom so that they will understand the hope that Christ’s call holds for them. Once again, there is no hard and fast distinction made between the resurrection and ascension. Nor is there only an acclamation of Christ who is the risen and ascended One; now it is also a call to hope and affirmation of the promise to everyone who is ‘in Christ,’ all those who are the body of which he is the head. 
In the ancient world, it was often the custom to inscribe the names of those a king had conquered on the stone footstool of his throne, as a reminder that these enemies were now symbolically ‘under his feet.’ What is now under Christ’s feet is the whole of creation, all human and cosmic reality,  “the fullness of him who fills all in all,” although not all will give the response of obedience to this, our greatest hope. In moments of reflective prayer or lectio with this beautiful text, we might sit with Christ in the heavenly places and try to view the universe from the vantage point of the One who is all over all.
For the gospel we hear the closing verses of Luke’s good news, Part 1, as mentioned above, and many of the same themes as in the opening of the Acts of the Apostles are proclaimed so that there will be a seamless story of Jesus and his incarnate presence, and the mission and presence of the church in its Spirit-filled existence. The ascension is set in the context of Jesus interpreting the scriptures to his disciples, as he had done to the two of them on the way to Emmaus (cf. Luke 24:27). But now Jesus does more: he commissions them, in his name, to preach repentance and the forgiveness of sins “to all the nations, beginning with Jerusalem.” For Luke, here and throughout Acts, Jerusalem is the centre from which the word of God goes forth to all the nations (cf. Is 2:3), and again there will be waiting, in Jerusalem, for the promised power of God to clothe them with the power to do this. The disciples respond by worshipping him, the first time in Luke’s gospel that this has been their post-resurrection response. At the beginning of Luke’s gospel, Zechariah, doubting and dumb, was unable to pronounce the priestly blessing over the people. Here, at the end of this gospel, the blessing is given by Jesus, the obedient and priestly One, as he ascends into heaven. And just as the good news began in the Temple, so Luke ends it there with the disciples continually in the Temple, joyfully blessing and praising God. We have been readied for the Acts of the Apostles – for the deeds and words not only of the early church, but also of all those, including ourselves, who are the hearers and the sent ones of Jesus’ good news.
At the end of the Prologue to his Rule, Benedict encourages his communities to persevere energetically in the race to God’s kingdom.  Crossing the finishing line at the moment of our death will be the end of a hard marathon, but the incentive for winning the race is to reach our homeland of heaven (RB Prol 49-50). Benedict ends his Rule with the same encouragement to ‘hasten’ towards our heavenly home (RB 73.8). “Christ is the beginning, the head of the Church; where he has gone, we hope to follow,” we pray in the Preface for today’s feast. As the whole Rule points out, this hope cannot be just a vague longing, an idle gazing into the heavens that has no place in monastic or any other Christian way of life. It demands an active leaping with Christ, in the power of the Holy Spirit, into loving service of God and one another, so that we may ascend to glory with him.

