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The Ascension is the neglected stepchild of the Paschal Mystery.  We focus plenty on the suffering and death of Jesus, not only on Good Friday, but throughout the liturgical year.  We spend seven weeks after Easter focusing on the meaning and impact of the Resurrection.  And we think often of the ongoing impact of the Spirit’s coming which we will soon celebrate at Pentecost.  But the Ascension is a bit like Philadelphia – a spot which most people generally “pass through” on the way from one place to another.  


Of course, we who are fortunate enough to live in Philadelphia know what a gem it is: its deep historical significance, the beauty of its architecture and civic art, the glory of its parks, and its cultural and culinary riches.  I would argue that the same is true of the Ascension.  It is not, in fact, just a word that comes after “resurrection” when we pray about our salvation in Christ.  In fact, at least one biblical theologian has argued that “Easter is incomplete, Pentecost is impeded, and the Second Coming is impossible without the ascension” (Robert F. Ramey, “That 40th Day!” Interest, 47 [May 1982]: 6).


So what do the readings of the feast themselves tell us about this mystery of faith?  We heard in the Acts of the Apostles that Jesus was “taken up” or “lifted up”; but let’s be clear that this is not to be taken literally.  This is not Superman saying, “Up, up, and away!” before taking flight; nor is it the groovy Jim Webb song recorded by the 5th Dimension which dreamed of going “Up, up and away in my beautiful balloon!”  In fact, the phrase “a cloud took him from their sight” probably gets closer to the meaning of the Ascension, because it evokes the memory of the cloud of God’s glory which led the Israelites through the desert, the same cloud which settled on the Tabernacle in the last chapter of Exodus, signifying God’s abiding presence there: “The cloud covered the meeting tent, and the glory of the LORD filled the Dwelling. Moses could not enter the meeting tent, because the cloud settled down upon it and the glory of the LORD filled the Dwelling” (Ex. 40:34-35).


The implication is that the Ascension is Jesus’ return to glory – the moment when he took his place as Lord at the Father’s right hand.  In the words of Dominican preacher, Peter Harries, “The Ascension…completes the cycle of the Incarnation.  The eternal Word became flesh in Mary's womb. The angels told the shepherds news of great joy, that the Savior would be wrapped in cloth and lying in a manger. Now that same Savior departs from them and is carried up to heaven. The disciples worship him and return to Jerusalem with great joy.”  Think on that: at the moment of the Annunciation, the second person of the Trinity clothed himself in human flesh and took on our human nature; divine love came down to dwell with us.  At the Ascension, the risen Christ returns to the Father, glorified body and all, and “lifts up” our human nature to Heaven.


But there is another side to this evening’s feast as well; it represents a passing of the baton.  This is indicated by the angels toward the end of the Acts reading we heard this evening.  I am inevitably reminded, when I read this passage, of the tag end of the credits in the 1986 movie, Ferris Bueller’s Day Off.  When the last of the credits have rolled, Ferris (played by Matthew Broderick) Ferris emerges from his bedroom and pleads directly with the audience, "You're still here? It's over! Go home! Go!" before he turns around and goes back into the bedroom.  In the book of Acts, it is the disciples who are hanging around on the mountaintop “looking intently at the sky” when two angels appear to ask them: “Men of Galilee,

why are you standing there looking at the sky?”  


The implication, I believe, is that there is no point in thinking wistfully about the good old days when Jesus hung out with us.  The angels make clear that he will come back: “This Jesus who has been taken up from you into heaven will return in the same way as you have seen him going into heaven.”  But in the meanwhile, there is work to be done!  We have only to recall Jesus’ last instructions before his disappearance into the bright cloud of divine glory: “You will receive power when the Holy Spirit comes upon you, and you will be my witnesses in Jerusalem,

throughout Judea and Samaria, and to the ends of the earth.”  And to what are we to bear witness?  We heard Jesus spell that out in the Gospel we heard from Luke: we are to announce the Good News.  The Christ fulfilled his destiny by suffering and rising from the dead on the third day; but the work is incomplete.  He also promised “that repentance, for the forgiveness of sins, would be preached in his name to all the nations, beginning from Jerusalem”; and of course, the fulfillment of that promise, he left to us.


Patti Quigley and Susan Retik took up the Savior’s challenge.  Having lost their husbands in the horror of September 11, 2001, they did not stand around “looking at the sky.”  Nor did they stand around looking backward with longing and regret, or gazing at their own navels.  Instead, when the U.S. began its military campaign to remove the Taliban in Afghanistan, Susan and Patti allowed their hearts to expand and found themselves thinking more and more of the Afghani widows and children left without husbands and fathers, not only by the American bombings, but also by the many decades of conflict which preceded them.


Bonded to the far-away Afghani widows through a shared sense of sadness and loss – yet knowing that they enjoyed a security which most of the Afghani widows and children would never know – Patti and Susan took their 9/11 settlement monies and established “Beyond the 11th,” a nonprofit organization to assist widows affected by war and terrorism.  Working through CARE and other international relief organizations, “Beyond the 11th” provides food, health education, and opportunities for training and employment to widows like themselves worldwide.  Patti and Susan are particularly concerned to extend the financial and emotional support which they themselves received to Afghani widows, who are the poorest of the poor, the most powerless and marginalized members of their society.  Susan Retik says: “The terrorists may have killed our husbands…, but we can create our own future and destiny.  The cycle of poverty and lack of education and all those things we take for granted here in the U.S., if we can end that whole cycle, or help in some small way, [an event like 9/11 doesn’t need] to happen again.”


So on today’s feast, we celebrate the elevation of our nature in Jesus’ entry into glory; but we also embrace the power which Jesus ceded to us at his Ascension; and like Susan Retik and Patti Quigley, we refuse to stand around gazing piously upward or longingly backward.  Rather, we step forth boldly, claiming what Paul preached to the Ephesians as “the surpassing greatness of “Jesus Christ’s” power for us who believe.”  And we go out, nourished as we are by the bread of life and the cup of salvation, to preach reconciliation and hope to all by our words and our deeds.
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