ASCENSION ‘C’

 Each week, after I finish delivering the homily and allow a brief period of silence to discover how many are snoring, I invite you to stand so that together we can profess our faith.   We have done this for as long as we have been Catholic, so often that we may not always catch ourselves professing that we believe that on the third day he arose again in fulfillment of the Scriptures; he ascended into heaven and is seated at the right hand of the Father.

Today, the Church offers us the opportunity to consider more in depth the Ascension of Jesus.  Saint Luke in the gospel reading has Jesus explaining to the apostles how the promises of the Scriptures have been fulfilled in him – the Christ would suffer and rise from the dead on the third day, and that repentance for the forgiveness of sins would be preached in his name to all the nations.  Then he led them out as far as Bethany, raised his hands and as he blessed them he parted from them and was taken to heaven.  With these words, Saint Luke concludes his Gospel.

The same Saint Luke begins his book called the Acts of the Apostles recalling again Jesus’ ascension.  The apostles ask him, “Lord, are you at this time going to restore the Kingdom to Israel?”  He answered them, “It is not for you to know the times or the seasons that the Father has established.  But you will receive power when the Holy Spirit comes upon you, and you will be my witnesses to the ends of the earth.”  When he had said this, as they were looking on, he was lifted up. And a cloud took him from their sight.

And so we profess each week, “he ascended into heaven and is seated at the right hand of the Father.”

What seems most clear in this mystery is that God’s work in the person of Jesus, his son, the second person of the Blessed Trinity … that work of salvation is now finished and the Son returns to the right hand of the Father.  And what was that work of the Son?  THE FORGIVENESS OF SINS!!!  God has forgiven humankind for having offended God by greed, selfishness, wanting to be gods ourselves.  We have been forgiven of our sins and invited into the life of God, to be seated also at God’s right hand.

We have the imagery of “being at the right hand” from our history books, the stories of Kingdoms, Kings, thrones, and those whom the kings invite to be at their side.  We are also moved when someone we know has received a promotion, or we ourselves have been so honored.  Those being graduate

these days are good examples.  Each rung on the ladder of success is considered something good, to be honored, even revered.  Jesus did his work of accomplishing forgiveness for us, and has gone home.  He merits a seat at the right hand of the Father. 

Just before leaving, he told his disciples, “You are witnesses.  You will be my witnesses in Jerusalem, throughout Judea and Samaria, and to the ends of the earth.”  With the Ascension, salvation history had moved on to the next stage.  And for Saint Luke, this stage is the age of the mission to the Gentiles, to all of us.

Two weeks from today, we will be celebrating the feast of the Trinity.  But it strikes me that our celebration of the Ascension of Jesus is a good time to realize how important the doctrine of the Trinity is for our Christian faith.  Today we are recalling how God as Creator and Father promised to send His Son to forgive our sins.  When Jesus Christ had accomplished this by His life, death, and resurrection, the work of God as Redeemer was finished.  God then comes to us in His Spirit at Pentecost, which we celebrate next Sunday, and promises to be with us all our days, until the end of the world.

God has retrieved God’s wandering and distant family by joining with us, in Jesus, so that we can rejoin with God, in Jesus.  We are now the witnesses to the Gentiles, to the ends of the earth.  

We live in the era of the witness of the Church.  It is the witness of our being at one with God.  In what does being at one with God consist?  First of all: forgiveness; we have been forgiven by God, restored to God’s likeness.  Can we even comprehend the value of that?  There is nothing in life, in the world that is greater, more important, and more precious.  We have been forgiven; restored to the life and love of our creator! 

No longer are we in a state of wandering far from home.  We now have a homestead, a stake in God’s own life.  We are now one with God as Jesus, our ascended brother, is one with God.

In our period of Salvation History, our call to witness is to witness to God’s LOVE.  We have not walked the roads of Galilee with Jesus.  We did not spend time with him at Gethsemane or Calvary.  We are not witnesses to these events as were the first apostles and disciples of Christ, but we can witness to the EFFECTS these events have had on us and on the world.

We believe that we live a life that makes sense only if Easter is real, if there is more to life than what we can grab for the moment.  We believe that beyond our selfish greed, power contests, skepticism, beyond self-absorption, petty rivalry, and celebrity worship, THERE IS LOVE.

As I was driving last Monday, I was listening to an interview with a lady who must be connected to a Chamber of Commerce in Iowa.  The news was that advances in avionics will be good for Iowa, and cities like Cedar Rapids can expect an influx of hundreds of new engineers in the next couple of years.  What was of special interest was that they expect that the majority of these young engineers to come from countries like India.  And the lady was anxious that we do all we can to make them welcome and ‘at home’ here in our state.

I was happy to hear of her enthusiasm, because I know that it is not natural or even easy for us to be welcoming to anyone who appears to be somehow different from us.  Our first reaction is to be afraid of them, and they very likely are, at first, afraid of us.  We don’t have to wait two years to become more welcoming toward all; we have opportunities to practice this every day.

We all need to always remember what has been given to all of us … forgiveness.  Today we celebrate Christ’s ascension; next weekend we will celebrate Pentecost, his return in the Spirit of God, the Third Person of the Godhead, the Trinity.  And the following week we celebrate all three persons of God together, the Holy Trinity.

Brothers and sisters: we are not alone. We live in the Spirit of the One who created us, came to earth to save us, and intercedes for us throughout the ages.

