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We arrive at the Fortieth Day after the Resurrection of Jesus. “He had shown Himself alive to them after His Passion by many demonstrations; for forty days He had continued to appear to them and tell them about the kingdom of God.”


The Ascension draws to an conclusion the period of Christ’s ministry to us as God made man. Henceforth, God will minister by Word and Sacraments, in the power of the Holy Spirit, through His Body the Church, Ascension-Pentecost is the articulated joint which unites the mission of Jesus in continuity with the mission of the Church. 


St Luke’s description of the Ascension is very brief - only 63 words in the Greek original of the Acts of the Apostles:

“As He said this He was lifted up while they looked on, and a cloud took Him from their sight. They were still staring into the sky when suddenly two men in white were standing near them and they said, “Why are you men from Galilee standing here looking into the sky? Jesus who has been taken up from you into heaven, this same Jesus will come back in the same way as you have seen Him go there.” (Acts 1:9-11).


This economy of words suggests the restraining influence of the Holy Spirit in Luke’s composition. The natural journalistic tendency would have been to expand the narrative considerably. The same can be said of the Resurrection narratives. We would like to have known in greater detail about the Resurrection appearances. What exactly did the Risen Jesus speak about to His Apostles?


Matthew’s Gospel does not mention the Ascension. It concludes simply with the Great Commission to the Apostles to make disciples of all nations, baptise them, and teach them to observe all Jesus’ commandments. “And know that I am with you always, yes, until the end of time.” (Matt 28:16-20)


In contrast, Mark and Luke do give us an Ascension narrative. In Mark’s words: “the Lord Jesus, after He had spoken to them, was taken up to heaven: there at the right hand of God he took His place..” Luke’s Gospel locates the Ascension in the outskirts of Bethany – traditionally on the Mount of Olives “….lifting up His hands, he blessed them. Now, blessing them, He withdrew from them and was carried up to heaven.”

The briefness of these accounts also suggests that the “Ascension” event was never a point of controversy among the early disciples. Otherwise it might have required more elaborate argumentation. It is presented as a simple fact which was witnessed by them all. There was no dispute. It was left to St Paul, in His Epistles, to draw out the significance of the Ascension – the exaltation of Christ.


As today’s second reading puts it: 

“This you can tell from the strength of [the Father’s] power at work in Christ, when He used it to raise Him from the dead and to make Him sit at his right hand, in heaven, far above every Sovereignty, Authority, Power, or Domination, or any other name that can be named not only in this age but also in the age to come. He has put all things under his feet and made Him, as the ruler of everything, the head of the Church; which is His body, the fullness of Him who fills the whole creation.” (Eph 1:19-23)


Completing the series of Jesus’ post-Resurrection appearances, the Ascension places Him definitively in heavenly majesty, at the Father’s right hand, high above all the ranks of angels. In this Ephesians passage St Paul is developing the theme of the cosmic Christ, Lord of all Creation.


At the Ascension, Jesus did not shoot up into space. Rather, He disappeared into the cloud, the cloud enveloped Him. In Scripture the bright cloud symbolizes the Divine Presence. The Jews referred to this as the Shekinah, using a Chaldean word which means resting-place. 

The Shekinah is manifest as the pillar of cloud which guided the Israelites through the desert (Ex. 13:22; 33:9, 10), turning by night into a pillar of fire. The Lord came down upon Sinai as a cloud. On occasion the Divine Cloud so filled the court around the tabernacle in the wilderness so that Moses could not enter it (Ex. 40:34, 35). On the day of the consecration of the Jerusalem Temple (1 Kings 8:10), the cloud of the presence of the Lord filled the holy place. 


In the New Testament, a cloud descended upon Tabor at Jesus’ Transfiguration. When the Son of Man returns, He will come upon the clouds of heaven (Matt. 17:5; 24:30).

It is perhaps worth pointing out, in this secular age which tries to empty the Gospels of any supernatural content, that St Luke does not present the Ascension as if it were merely some imaginative fantasy with a symbolic meaning. 


The Greek words used are all about seeing with one’s physical eyes: Jesus was lifted up “as they looked on”  - from the straightforward verb blepo, I see.  Literally, the cloud “received Him from their eyes” (apo ton ophthalmon auton). An ophthalmologist looks at your eyes, he doesn’t examine brain fantasies! The white-robed angels ask why the apostles stand looking to heaven (blepo again). As they beheld (theomai) – a slightly more abstract, theoretical word for seeing) Him go to heaven, so too He will return.


 The Ascension demonstrates that Jesus, seated at the Father’s right hand, has “authority over all creation.” He pours out the Holy Spirit upon His disciples. It is He as God who establishes His Church, not mere human beings. 


It provides us too with confidence that we have a heavenly High Priest, “crowned with honour and glory,” who intercedes for us with the Father. This later furnishes the prevailing theme for the Letter to the Hebrews.  


The eastern Churches call this feast the Analepsis, the "taking up", or, less frequently, the Episozomene, the "salvation."  It is a day of joy because, as St. John Chrysostom teaches: 

"Today people have become like angels, men have been united with the bodiless ones, and from this relationship came a great union. The Lord of all, having ascended to heaven, has reconciled the race of man with the Father. We, who were deemed unworthy on earth, today have ascended to heaven with our own essence. And the [human] nature, from which the cherubim protected paradise, today itself sits upon the cherubim".


The Ascension directs our gaze upwards. It is about sharing in Jesus’ joy, as He returns to the heavenly glory, which He relinquished out of love for us. The kingly crown has superseded the crown of thorns. Calvary’s mocking crowd is replaced with millions of worshipping angels. The Ascension emphasizes Jesus’ triumph and vindication.


Moreover, where Christ has gone, we hope to follow. We should set our hearts on heavenly things, not upon any earthly rewards. 


In one of his Ascension Day sermons, John Henry Newman described wonderfully the difference between whose who set their hearts on heaven, and those whose concerns are merely terrestrial:


“Great then, is the contrast, between the many, and those holy and blessed souls (and may we be in their company!) who rise with Christ, and set their affection on things above, not on things on the earth. The one are in light and peace, the others form the crown who are thronging and hurrying along the broad way “which leadeth to destruction;” who are in tumult, warfare, anxiety and bitterness, or at least, in coldness and barrenness of mind; or, at best, in but a short-lived merriment, hollow and restless; or altogether blind to the future. This is the case of the many; they walk without aim or object, they live irreligiously, or in lukewarmness, yet have nothing to say in their defence. They follow whatever strikes them and pleases them; they indulge their natural tastes. They do not think of forming their tastes and principles and rising higher than they are, but they sink and debase themselves to their most earthly feelings and most sensual inclinations, because these happen to be the most powerful.

On the contrary, holy souls take a separate course; they have risen with Christ, and they are like persons who have climbed a mountain and are reposing at its top. All is noise and tumult, mist and darkness at its foot; but on the mountain’s top it is so very still, so very calm and serene, so pure, so clear, so bright , so heavenly, that to their sensations it is as if the din of earth did not sound below, and shadows and gloom were nowhere to be found.”

