The Ascension of the Lord – by Dom Aidan Bellenger

The Gospel ends with the Ascension.  Its sequel, in the written form of the Acts of the Apostles and in the lived-out form of the Church, is what we celebrate next week at Pentecost.  Today we reflect on the completion of the story of The Passion, Death and Resurrection which we began on Palm Sunday.  Then Jesus came into Jerusalem to the acclaim of the crowd, an acclaim which soon gave way to rejection. Today we see Jesus ascending to his glory in Heaven.

The Ascension celebrates the divinity of Christ in the way that Christmas celebrates his humanity and at first sight as a moment of departure it appears to be a time of sadness.  Christ, revealed in his glory to his followers in the resurrection appearances, is now, at one level, separated from his disciples until his second coming. In ascending Jesus is taken from his disciples – he rises above them

At a deeper level it is not, however, a moment of sadness but a moment of glory.  Christ is exalted, revealed as Lord, and presented to the whole universe.  The idea of exaltation was an ancient Jewish tradition in which God raises up the one who has been humbled to heaven as in the case of Enoch and Elijah.  In Jesus’ case it is an even greater exaltation – God makes him sit as Lord of the universe on his right hand.

Our joy comes from the fact that Jesus, our high priest, does not enter the Holy of Holies alone.  We accompany him.   The sacrifice and resolution of the New Covenant exalts us all.  What is Heaven?  

Heaven is our true home, which we can understand only in images.  To put it into words is virtually impossible – Sidney Smith’s definition ‘paté de foie gras to the sound of trumpets’ will hardly do.  Nor will the continual banquet of the Jews or the indulgence of the Moslem leader.  Pictures fail also: eternal liturgies and ecstatic angels have their limitations.  Even architectural patterns, based on the marriage of mathematics + art, fail to provide anything other than a mirror. Biblical and Christian views of Heaven are deeply influenced by ancient cosmology. Which describes heaven as an inaccessible region ‘above’ separated from earth by a solid firmament or vault opened from time to time to let down divine gifts of rain , manna, the Spirit. Above the visible heaven – the sky and the waters beyond it was the heaven of heaven, God’s region.  

This higher heaven, to which Jesus ascended, was the place where God dwelt.  At the profoundest level heaven was less a place that a way of naming God.  The Ascension then celebrates the reality and presence of God – separate and distinct from us but always abiding with us.  His spirit hovered over chaos at the beginning and hovers over us still.  Jesus today revealed in his glory is still present as well as absent.  He is the love which makes creation what it is.  He is the renewed and enduring love which will transform the face of the earth and lead us all to resurrection and ascension.  To truly understand Heaven is not to localise it but to personalise it. 
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