Ctime709 Ascension

Sunday 22nd May 2007,

Fr Francis Marsden

To Mr Kevin Flaherty, Editor Catholic Times


The story of the Ascension .is simple from a child’s point of view: Jesus goes back up to heaven to sit at the Father’s right hand.
“The Lord has ascended into Heaven, to send us the Holy Spirit. Heaven has prepared Him a throne, and the clouds His Ascension. The angels are taken with wonder, seeing a human being higher than themselves, and the Father waits, yet having Him always present in his bosom. The Holy Spirit orders all His angels: Let the gates lift up their heads. Let all the nations clap their hands, for Christ has gone thither whence first He came.” (Byzantine Pentecostarion)

St Luke and St Matthew furnish us with the traditional idea of Jesus being raised up to heaven and disappearing into a cloud – the cloud being to the Jews a symbol of the Divine Presence. In those days people lived in a simple tripartite universe: Heaven above, the earth below, and hell in the underworld. So to go up was to go to Heaven, to go down was to go to hell. We still talk in these physical terms today, although only by analogy.


Yuri Gagarin, the first Soviet astronaut, returned after orbiting the earth to tell the gleeful Soviet media that he had looked in the heavens, but there was no God up there. Hardly a clinching argument for atheism. 


We don’t imagine death, for example, being like the Google Earth computer programme in reverse, zooming out from our house, our street, out town, our country, to the whole of the UK, then Europe, then the entire globe, slowly disappearing as we move further and further away into the cosmos. Nor have any recorded near-death experiences ever to my knowledge portrayed this sort of picture of death.

 
We would not desire, after death, our spirits to be wandering around the black void of interplanetary space, in freezing temperatures with only the blearing sun to look at, unless we set off for billion mile journeys to other parts of the galaxy. It would be very lonely with only a few barren asteroids to keep us company.


When we speak of the Ascension, as indeed of the Descent into Hell on Holy Saturday, we are using spatial terms by analogy. Jesus, the Divine Word, with the human body and soul he had assumed, passes back into the spiritual Divine Realm, to the Heavenly Father’s side, which in one sense he had never left. For always: “The Father is in Me, and I am in the Father.”


“You, O Christ, rose up to your Father who has no beginning, although You had never separated from His ineffable Divinity. The heavenly powers with their whole strength gave thrice-holy praise, recognising You, O Lord, as the only Son of the Father, even after Your Incarnation. Therefore, by the abundance of Your graces, have mercy upon us.”  (Byzantine rite Vespers)  


Today’s Feast of the Ascension can encourage us to ponder the mysteries of space and time, and how they are linked with their Creator.


God exists outside of space-time, and indeed holds the whole of space-time-matter – the entire Universe - in the palm of his hand, as it were, to resort to anthropomorphic imagery. At every instant He sustains the Universe in existence. He gives it the gift of being. Without God the Universe has no reason to exist.

In the Incarnation, God the Son, who co-exists eternally with the Father -“There never was when He was not”, as St Athanasius phrased it - descended from the realm of eternity (outside space-time) to take on a material human existence within space-time. At the Ascension He returns back to the realm of eternity, taking also His glorified risen body – raising his assumed human nature into the heavenlies.

“You came down, O Christ, from heaven to the earth, and as God, You raised up the image of Adam, which was lying in the mud under the power of Hades. With your Ascension into heaven You raised it, and seated it with yourself upon the throne with Your Father, for You are merciful and love mankind.”

“Left to its own natural powers, humanity does not have access to the Father’s house, to God’s life and happiness. Only Christ can open to man such access that we, his members, might have confidence that we too shall go where He, our Head and our Source, has preceded us.” (CCC661)

So He who made all things, became what He was not (a human being) and then took that human nature back into the celestial sphere. The spiritual is more like a parallel Universe than somewhere outside the Universe.
Modern physics has taught us much. In our everyday experience time ticks away steadily, but Einstein’s Theory of General Relativity tells us that time runs more slowly as we approach the speed of light. So time is neither absolute nor always the same everywhere. Space-time is apparently curved, although it is difficult to understand how, and strong gravitational fields disturb the space-time continuum. 

Time measures rates of change. Although time is so fundamental an aspect of our daily experience, we don’t completely understand it, although theoretical physicists can write mathematical equations to express it. Existence outside of time is extremely difficult for us to conceptualise, because we have no experience of it.

After all, our physical measures of time are all connected with how rapidly our one little planet Earth revolves upon its axis, and how long it takes to complete a revolution around its star, our Sun – which is only one of a billion in this galaxy. The days and years on all the other planets of the Solar System are quite different in length.

When we are consider God who exists outside of Time, who is the Creator of all matter, space and time – we are face to face with Mystery.


If the Incarnation is the entry into Space-Time of one Divine Person, one member of the Godhead, the Divine Word, then the Ascension is the return of that Divine Person to the eternal – which means the ex-temporal, outside of Time realm. 
Eternity is not so much time going on for ever, but being outside of Time – at least Time in our physical sense. However, when there is any process of change and growth, there must be something analogous to Time in the heavenly realm too. 

Thomas Aquinas defined eternity as “interminabilis vitae tota simul et perfecta possessio.” God is eternal in that He totally and perfectly possesses endless life all at once. In God there is no change. Eternity has no beginning and no end.
Spiritual beings like the angels, however, have not always existed. At some point God created them. Moreover they had a choice – to serve God or to rebel against Him. St Thomas says that they live in aeviternity, which is intermediate between time and eternity. Aeviternity has a beginning, but no end.

“the angels….have an unchangeable being as regards their nature with changeableness as regards choice; moreover they have changeableness of intelligence, of affections and of places in their own degree. Therefore these are measured by aeviternity which is a mean between eternity and time.”

Further on he says that; “Spiritual creatures as regards successive affections and intelligences are measured by time. Hence also Augustine says that to be moved through time, is to be moved by affections. But as regards their nature they are measured by aeviternity; whereas as regards the vision of glory, they have a share of eternity.”

Primarily he is talking about the angels, but it is possible the same would apply to us in heaven, provided that we reach there one day. In the vision of God we share in eternity, yet we are aevieternal because we can still change and grow and experience new things – although of course we can no longer “wish anything that ought not to be wished.” (Newman, Dream of Gerontius)

The Ascension brings to a close the forty days of Resurrection appearances of the Risen Lord, when His glory remained veiled under the appearance of ordinary humanity. It is his final apparition and marks the irreversible entry of His humanity into the divine glory. The Ascension is thus both a historical and a transcendent event.
Seated at the Father’s right hand, Christ our Saviour from there exercises His High Priesthood, interceding for us with the Father. From there He exercises His dominion over people of all races, nations and languages (Dan. 7:14)

 And the angels console the Apostles, gazing up into the skies: “He will come again, in the same way that you have seen Him go up into heaven.”
