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Oil & Wine  Seventh Sunday of Easter  24 May 2009

Feast of the Ascension of the Lord

• Acts 1:1-11  • Ps 47 (46):2-3, 6-9  • Eph 1:17-23  • Mark 16:15-20

The Feast of the Ascension is simply one of the many faceted Easter jewels that crown this season of the church’s year of grace. The reform of the liturgical calendar in 1969 emphasised this continuity by transferring the feast from ‘Ascension Thursday’ to the Seventh Sunday of Easter, and also by the lighting of the Paschal Candle until Pentecost, rather than extinguishing it on Ascension Day. The aspect of the Easter mystery that is celebrated in time at Ascension is the threshold moment when the risen and exalted Christ crosses beyond his earthy existence into heaven. This timeless gospel truth is proclaimed in time in different ways by the different evangelists. Luke ends part one of his good news (the Gospel) with one description of Jesus’ ascension and begins part two, what we call the Acts of the Apostles, with another account that is the first reading for today’s feast. Acts is concerned with the mission of the church, the body of Christ which, in the Spirit, must continue the presence and mission of Jesus when he was with us in his flesh. Both parts of Luke’s good news are addressed to “Theophilus” (Gk. “Lover of God”), who was perhaps a patron of the early church. But today we are gathered around the word, intended hearers who are also called to be ‘lovers of God.’ The mission of Jesus is our mission; where he, the Head of the Body has gone, we also are called to follow.

Saying goodbye to those we love is never easy. The French have a saying that: “To leave is to die a little,” but in the hope that what comes out of such death, because it is born out of the pain of love, will give birth to new life. Our children leave home to follow the careers they have dreamt about, to marry and begin new relationships and new families; beloved parents die, perhaps after long years of suffering, and we know that they are at peace. Often our friends move away, go off on extended holidays, and we promise to ‘stay in touch.’ The depth of our friendship is judged by the faithful keeping or the gradual eroding or breaking of that promise. As we heard in last Sunday’s gospel, at the Last Supper table, Jesus told his disciples that he no longer called them servants but he called them friends, and his promise of never forgetting them, of always remaining with them, would be in the Spirit which he would be send to them. The Spirit of Jesus has no limitations of time and space as did Jesus’ earthy presence.

Some icons of the Ascension, influenced by Luke’s description at the beginning of the Acts of the Apostles, show the disciples standing under the dangling, wound-marked feet of the risen Christ. The rest of his body is not visible; it has ‘ascended’ out of the painting. The symbolism is two-fold: the disciples are the ‘under-standing’ ones of all generations to whom, as we hear in the second reading from the Letter to the Ephesians, Christ has given a diversity of gifts for the unity and upbuilding of his body, the church, which is the visible presence of the absent Christ. God “has put all things under his feet, and has made him the head over all things for the church, which is his body, the fullness of him who fills all in all” (Eph 1:23). But to be recognisable as the body of Christ means relating to one another with humility and gentleness, patience and love. The language of the icon can also to be read as a statement that just as triumphant rulers once inscribed the names of those whom they had conquered on their footstools (cf. Ps 110:1), so now all creation is ‘inscribed’ under the feet of Jesus risen, glorified and ascended. 

Two messengers clothed in white, and reminiscent of the two at the empty tomb, stand by those watching Jesus ascend, and rebuke them for their gazing into heaven. What the disciples have to turn their eyes and their spiritual and physical energies to is this world. It is waiting to be transformed into a world fit to be handed back to God when Jesus comes again. Behind Luke’s narrative there is probably the memory of the prophets Elijah and Elisha (cf. 2 Kgs 1:9-14). Only after Elisha had witnessed the departure into heaven of his master Elijah could he put on Elijah’s coat and be clothed with his prophetic spirit. Only after the ascension of Jesus, and his followers clothing with his Spirit which he will send, can the disciples of all generations take up their prophetic mission into which we are all baptised. In our age of space travel and walks to repair the Hubble telescope that are happening at this very moment, our biblical imagination of the ascension can be seduced! The Ascension is not an adventure into outer space, but into the inner space of our hearts to repair our sense of mission in the world.

We respond to this responsibility with shouts of praise and words of faith from Ps 47 (46), a song of praise for God’s reigning presence in the world. In the Temple liturgy for the Jewish New Year (Rosh HaShanah, or ‘The Head of the Year’), this psalm is sung seven times before the shofar (ram’s horn) announces that “God goes up with shouts of joy, the Lord with trumpet blasts.” As we pray the psalm today, we are people of privilege and praise who know that the risen Christ has crossed the threshold into heaven and calls us to follow him.

For some reason, the Lectionary reading begins with Mark 16:15, but if this ‘longer ending’ of Mark’s gospel had begun a verse earlier we might be able to put it in a context more appropriate for our eucharistic assembly. That verse tells us that Jesus’ commission to go and proclaim the good news is given “at the table.” It is also at the table that Jesus upbraids his disciples for their lack of faith and stubbornness – surely a consolation for us as struggling, wounded disciples, yet also as people who are entrusted with the mission of proclaiming the gospel now that Jesus has ascended and is no longer with us in his physical presence. We too are sent to do new wonders, speak new words, offer new healing to “the whole creation”: to our wounded planet, and to our sisters and brothers. We are called to cast out contemporary ‘demons’ from ourselves and others, and all this mission is to be in Jesus’ name, that is, in the power of his personal presence with us in the Spirit. This is part of our huge, holy and human hope.

The author of the Letter to the Ephesians is considered by most commentators to be a close associate of Paul, one who writes in his name, speaking for Paul, “a prisoner in the Lord.” Despite his own sufferings, Paul is concerned about “the saints who are at Ephesus and are faithful in Jesus Christ” (Eph 1:1). The only ‘chains’ about which Paul is concerned are the bonds that will create unity among the Ephesians, and which they must recognise with the enlightened eyes of their hearts: one body, one Spirit, one hope, one Lord, one faith, one baptism, one God and Father of all. That such unity may be achieved by all Christians is the hope of the Week of Christian Unity which extends from today until Pentecost Sunday. As Jesus prayed, we also pray to the Father: “…that they may be one as we are one” (John 17:22). To live together in unity makes great demands of loving and humble acceptance of one another, but Paul reminds his church that the risen and ascended Christ has taken captive the powers that oppose the Christian community. The church, which is his body in every age, will be equipped with all the gifts of grace that enable it to grow to full and cosmic maturity. We have to accept and live according to such grace.  If we do live as true daughters and sons in the Son, we will receive this glorious inheritance. 

The anonymous author of the 14th century spiritual classic, The Cloud of Unknowing, has wise advice for Christians of the space age that he could not have envisaged. When giving guidance on prayer, he writes:
…be sure not to take as your example the physical ascension of Christ so that you strain your imagination when you pray, trying to move upward physically as though you were trying to climb over the moon… From the spiritual point of view, heaven is as much down as up, as much up as down, as much behind as before… The high road there, which is the shortest road there, is run in terms of desires and not paces of feet.
Benedict encloses his Rule with urgent encouragement to run and hasten to our heavenly homeland (RB Prol 49; 73.8), an urgency that will not be measured by such “paces of feet” but by the desires of the heart. Even for those who live long lives, the time in this world is short compared to eternity, and so there is need to “run while you have the light” (RB Prol 13) and head purposefully along the track of good deeds towards the kingdom (RB Prol 22). Long distance runners need to go into training to tone their muscles, especially those of their hearts, and in the spiritual race the exercise of daily love will expand our hearts so that we have the strength to keep running until we cross life’s finishing line and receive the prize of eternal life (RB Prol 49-50). In his last chapter, Benedict reminds us that if Christ’s help is needed to begin on this way of life, it is all the more necessary for finishing it (RB 73:8-9). Along the way, there are the daily tasks to which his community has to give a quick response: the rising from sleep for the Work of God (RB 22.6); the eager hospitality with which guests should be welcomed (RB 53.3); the response of the porter who. although he may be elderly and slowing down physically, is to be prompt with a greeting to and a blessing asked of the one on the threshold of the monastery. This is to be done with the beautiful attitude of “the warmth of love” (RB 66.1, 3-4). Although beyond the monastery our life situations may be very different, the responses of eagerness and promptness in prayer, and a warm and ready hospitality are necessary attitudes to enable us all to hasten towards our heavenly home.        

