
Ascension of the Lord--Year A--2020—St. Leonard, online
Acts 1:1-11;  Psalm 47:2-3, 6-7, 8-9;  Ephesians 1:17-23;  Matthew 28:16-20

I.  Introduction
    A.  When I think of Christ’s Ascension, my default mental image is of Jesus floating up into the sky, 

leaving this world behind. That’s how most paintings of the event portray it.

    B.  And right now, it’s a rather tempting prospect. If you are like me, you are getting very tired of 
dealing with the pandemic, tired of all the news reporting on the number of new cases and the 
number of deaths, tired of politicians who spout lies day after day, contradicting the doctors and 
scientists, tired of hearing people demand their personal rights regardless of the risk they pose 
to others, etc., etc.

    C.  It all makes me wish I could just ascend above all this and escape the world as it is right now! Of 
course, we can’t do that. And it’s not what God calls us to do.

II.  He’s Still Here
    A.  It’s not what Jesus did, either. My mental image, like the artists’ portrayals, is not adequate. Yes, 

he ascended, but what does that mean? Especially since he himself insists, “Behold, I am with 
you always, until the end of the age.”

    B.  He doesn’t leave us behind. He’s present still, but now in a new way. In his book Letter to a 
Suffering Church, Bishop Robert Barron writes: “We must never think of the Ascension as Jesus’
leave-taking, but rather his assuming, in the manner of a general commanding a field of battle, a
vantage point from which he directs the operations of his Church.” (p. 71)

    C.  Fr. John Foley suggests a similar perspective: “We need to have the Holy Spirit of God come to 
us tenderly and lift us into flight so we can see how the risen Christ works.
“From such a vantage point, maybe Jesus would say something like the following to us:
‘I have shown you who God is and who I am. Now I go, like all human beings, back to the Father
—your Father and my Father. This Holy Spirit of God I have been describing? It is no fantasy. I 
am going to send it into you, and as often as you accept it you are one with me and with the 
Father.’ “ (liturgy.slu.edu, May 24, 2020)  In an online reflection three years ago, Barron put it 
another way: “Jesus has not gone up, up, and away, but rather, if I can put it this way, more 
deeply into our world. He has gone to a dimension that transcends but impinges upon our 
universe.”

    D.  These writers, like all of us, struggle to put into words what changed with the Ascension. Christ 
has left one dimension of reality and entered another, but he has not left us. He is still here, 
guiding us and pushing us to carry on God’s work in the world today.

III.  Christ’s Presence
    A.  Fr. Ron Rolheiser offers some insight into how Christ can continue to be with us, drawing on our 

own experiences. “When young people leave home to go to college or to begin life on their own,
what they are really saying to their parents is:
‘Mom and dad, it is better that I go away. You will be sad now, but your sadness will turn to joy. 
If I don’t go, I will always be your little boy or little girl but I will be unable to give you my life as 
an adult. So please don’t cling to the child you once had or you will never be able to receive my 
adulthood. I need to go away now so that our love can come to full bloom.’
“The pain in this kind of letting go is often excruciating, as parents know, but to refuse is to 
truncate life.
“The same is true for the mystery of death. For example: I was 22 years old when in the space 
of four months both of my parents, still young, died. For my siblings and me the pain was 
searing. Initially we were nearly overwhelmed with a sense of being orphaned, abandoned, of 
losing a vital life-connection (that, ironically, we had mostly taken for granted until then). And our



feelings were mainly cold. There’s little that’s warm in death.
“But time is a great healer. After a while, and for me this took several years, the coldness 
disappeared and my parents’ deaths were no longer a painful thing. I felt again their presence, 
now as a warm, nurturing spirit that was with me all [the] time. The coldness of death turned into
warmth. They had gone away but now they could give me their love and blessing in a way that 
they never could fully while they were alive. Their going away eventually created a deeper and 
purer presence.“ (Ibid.)

    B.  I suspect many of you who have lost a spouse have had times, at least, when you felt the 
presence of your loved one, still with you but in a different way. So it is with Christ.

IV.  Our Mission
    A.  I think the Ascension offers at least two messages for us. The first is that Christ is always with us. 

That should sustain us in this difficult time. A Polish-American Jesuit priest named Walter Ciszek
was in Russia for 23 years, five of which were spent in the dreaded Lubyanka prison in Moscow 
and ten of which were spent in the harsh Siberian slave labor camp. He was finally released 
from Russia in 1963, in exchange for two Soviet spies held in the US. After release he wrote a 
book titled He Leadeth Me. In this book he tries to answer the question: “How did you manage 
to survive in Russia?” He says: “I was able to endure the inhuman conditions in which I found 
myself because I experienced somehow the presence of God. I never lost my faith that God was
with me, even in the worst of circumstances.” (cited on Kayala website)

    B.  That’s a truth we need to embrace every day, especially in these trying times. And it won’t hurt to 
remember that our “stay-at-home” experience is much easier than Fr. Ciszek’s years in prison!

    C.  The second message of the Ascension is pretty clear in Matthew’s gospel for today. Notice that 
he doesn’t actually even mention the Ascension. Jesus appears to the disciples on the mountain
in Galilee, but there is no leaving, no ascent into the sky. All the focus is on Christ’s words to the
disciples: “All power in heaven and on earth has been given to me. Go, therefore, and make 
disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the 
Holy Spirit, teaching them to observe all that I have commanded you. And behold, I am with you 
always, until the end of the age.” Those words are often called the Great Commission.

    D.  Another commentator writes: “On the morning of his resurrection, nearing the end of his earthly 
life, Jesus orders the disciples back to Galilee where he had inaugurated his saving mission. 
The disciples are to begin where Jesus did, doing what Jesus did, but without geographical or 
temporal limits: their mission is to “all nations” and continues “until the end of the age.” In effect, 
then, Jesus commissions not only those first disciples but all those through the ages who come 
to know and believe in him. Jesus chooses to complete his work of salvation through us. We 
must choose to take up his Great Commission.” (Zimmerman, liturgy.slu.edu, May 24, 2020) Do 
you see the parallel? Just as the Risen One now has no geographical or temporal limits, so he 
calls us to transcend such limits to share the Good News with all nations through every age until
time is no more.

IV.  Conclusion
    A.  Gerald Darring comments, “We are not called to abandon the world but to remain in it and to take 

responsibility for its well ordering. The paschal mystery is a challenge to us to lift the world to the
heavens.” (Ibid.) 

    B.  Just as Christ does not abandon the world but remains with us, we must embrace the world and 
bring him to others.

    C.  Next week, on Pentecost, we will celebrate the coming of the Holy Spirit, who keeps us linked to 
the Trinity. Let’s try this week to open our hearts to God’s Spirit and allow God to change us and



empower us for mission. Fr. Foley calls us to stay alert for the Spirit’s coming: “For now we are 
waiting. Let us drink a lot of spiritual coffee so that we will not sleep through it.” (Ibid.)


