ASCENSION OF THE LORD

           Ascension is an important feast of the Church which is celebrated once a year.  It celebrates the going into heaven of our Lord Jesus Christ.  The first reading shows how Jesus was taken up into heaven.  According to it, while he was talking to his disciples, Jesus was lifted up, and a cloud took him from their sight.  The second reading tells us that on arrival, God the Father “seated him at his right hand in the heavens”.  The gospel passage from Mathew did not record anything about ascension save the commission of the disciples to preach the Good News to the world.  It only tells us implicitly that the ascension takes on a mountain in Galilee but Acts of the Apostles says it takes place in Jerusalem.  What we are concerned with here is the message about the ascension, not the accuracy of the place.

We would appreciate the imports of this feast when we recall that coming into this world Jesus said, “No one has ever gone to heaven, except the one who came from heaven – the son of man” (John 3:13). In his teaching about the rich man and Lazarus Jesus told his disciples that Lazarus died and went to Abraham’s bosom.  He could not go to heaven because Jesus had not died, heaven was not yet open, and Satan still had the power of death.   For “Jesus died so that by his death; he might destroy him who holds the power of death and free those who all their lives are held in slavery by their fear of death” (Heb 3:14-15).  But when he was on the Cross before he gave up his spirit, he promised the repentant thief: “Amen, I say to you, today you will be with me in Paradise.” (Luke 23:42-43), he meant that his death would make it possible for him to enter into heaven.

By his ascension therefore, Jesus confirms his teaching to the disciples that has going to the Father (John 14:1-4).  He has shown us that the way to heaven is open, and believers can now go to God after death.  With his resurrection, he showed us that death is not the end of life but with his ascension he shows us that heaven is open to welcome God’s children to their father and creator.  Today we celebrate with joy that Jesus has opened the kingdom of heaven. 

By his ascension he entered into heaven on our behalf to plead for us at the right hand of the father.  The letter to the Hebrews 4:14 and 6:19 see ascension as going into the inner-most sanctuary to perform his priestly act of intercession for his people.  According to the Catechism of the Church, “Jesus Christ, the one priest of the new and eternal Covenant, ‘entered, not into a sanctuary made by human hands… but into heaven itself, now to appear in the presence of God on our behalf.’  There Christ permanently exercises his priesthood, for he always lives to make intercession for those who draw near to God through him.  As high priest of the good things to come he is the centre and the principal actor of the liturgy that honors the Father in heaven” (CCC, 662).

The intent of this celebration therefore is to challenge us to look beyond our immediate situation and possessions to heaven as a place we belong through baptism.  We are to allow heavenly rules to guide our actions and its bliss to influence our lives, and the thought of it to characterize our decisions.  Since sinners will not enter the kingdom of heaven, we should then do our best to live saintly. 

Again, Jesus tells his disciples before the ascension to go into the world and proclaim the Good News to all Nations.  Today, the Church invites us to renew our commitment and ask the Paraclete who stands by our side to help us to carry out the mandate of the master through preaching and witness of life.

 

  

  

  

 

