Homily, Gloria R. Carpeneto
Feast of the Ascension 
Celebrated, May 28, 2017 (Cycle A)
Acts 1:1-11; Ephesians 1:17-23; Matthew 28:16-20; Psalm 47, Our God ascends to the judgment seat with shouts of joy: A blare of trumpets for Our God.

You may have noticed that in our readings today we have two very different accounts of the Ascension. In Matthew’s Gospel, Jesus returns to God on the evening of his resurrection. But in our first reading from the ACTS of the Apostles, Jesus stays around for 40 days after his resurrection.


Likewise, in Matthew’s Gospel, Jesus seems intent on establishing  a foundation for a missionary church. Jesus’ commission to the apostles is very clear – make disciples of all nations baptizing them in the name of the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit, and teaching them to follow all the commands Jesus left behind. But in Luke’s account, Jesus seems much more solicitous of the disciples themselves. He assures them that the Spirit will come in good time, and that they will be given what they need when they need it to witness to Jesus’ message in Jerusalem, Judea, Samaria, and yes, even to the end of the earth.


So biblical accounts of the Ascension differ. But what’s clear is that no one knows what really happened at we call the ascension, or if it even happened at all.  Carl Sagan, the astronomer and astrophysicist, was fond of tweaking Christians on the subject of the ascension. In a conversation he once had with Bishop John Shelby Spong,  Sagan was quoted as saying, “Scientifically speaking, even if Jesus literally ascended into the sky and traveled at the speed of light, then he still hasn’t escaped our galaxy.”  There’s really not a serious scripture scholar around who believes any more that the Ascension actually happened. It is not an historical event. If any of us had been there with a cell phone, there would have been absolutely nothing of interest to record.

So we’re left with the question of just what is this ascension? Why is it included in our scriptures?  Why do we continue to celebrate a feast that seems to have no grounding in history? Well, maybe it’s because – as we all know – just because something didn’t happen, doesn’t say it’s not true.


Some years ago the author, Joan Didion, wrote a book called The Year of Magical Thinking. The book is an account of the  first year that Joan Didion lived after her husband died – suddenly, dramatically sand completely unexpectedly. She and John had been visiting their daughter who was hospitalized with pneumonia and had gone into septic shock when  she was in the hospital. They left the hospital to go home and get a bite to eat, and planned to go back to the hospital after dinner and spend the night there with their daughter. While Joan was making dinner, John fell over  at their dinner table and died instantaneously of a massive heart attack. 

The title of her book, The Year of Magical Thinking,  refers to the psychological phenomenon Joan fell into that year. Magical thinking happens when  deep, deep grief clouds not only a person’s thinking, but even his or her perception of reality, so that delusions can seem perfectly reasonable and real. In her book, Joan tells a poignant  story of finally being able to clean out her husband’s closet and give his clothes to Good Will. But at the last minute, even as John’s  clothes were being given away, she snapped his shoes back, because she remembered he would need them when he came home. To lose a partner, a child, someone we love deeply produces magical thinking, and we need time and more time and even more time to believe that our loved one is gone, and that we must continue to live without him or her.

So do I believe that Jesus ascended into heaven? No. Do I believe that he ascended the day of his resurrection? Absolutely, no. How about 40 days later? No again. But I do believe that the resurrected Jesus – however his friends experienced him – gave those friends time to assimilate the traumatic loss of their teacher and their brother; time to get themselves slowly grounded in reality once again; time to begin to comprehend what life could be like without him; and time to hope that their lives could continue on in him. The eternal spirit of John Gregory Dunne allowed Joan her year of magical thinking, time to adjust to his loss and move on. And the spirit of the resurrected Jesus allowed the same – 40 days, we’re told – for  his friends. 
I do believe that our scriptures are the words Jesus’ followers used to describe experiences in their lives that might not have happened but were absolutely true.  Resurrections and ascensions were as real to the apostles as Joan Didion’s husband’s presence continued to be to her, whether he had died or not. She continued to love him. She still had a spouse’s concern that he have decent shoes to wear. She had the absolute sense that he was not lost to her forever and would be coming home. Just because he wasn’t present didn’t say he wasn’t there. 
So maybe that’s what these ascension stories are all about. They are the words the apostles used to convey the idea that it was OK for Jesus not to be with them any more; that it was OK for him to be gone; that even in his absence, his love and theirs would go on. It seems important to remember, then,  that what they recorded – what  they felt Jesus had left them, were three things that we heard in our first reading this afternoon. The words the apostles felt that Jesus said to them are words we might feel Jesus saying to us today. Jesus’ words to them are words to us, words that comfort us with their utter simplicity. Jesus said: 
1. Believe in the reality of the Holy Spirit; she’s always on the way into your life..
2. Continue to live the reality of Jesus’ mind and heart in the world – don’t keep it to yourself, spread that good news.

3. Trust in the reality of my presence; I’ll be there whenever  you need me … as we’re told, even until the end of the world. 
Simple messages – believe in the Spirit, live the example I have given you, and know that I am with you always. I’m gone, but this is all you really have to remember to keep me with you. 


If we demand factual explanations for mystical experiences, then our faith is doomed. But if we’re willing to play around with a little magical thinking, we might even see for ourselves those two angels standing on the mountaintop where Jesus ascended, and hear them say directly to us, “You Galileans (or Baltimoreans) why are you standing around looking up at the skies? Jesus is here. He never left. You already know the commands he left you. You know what he wants you to do. Now, go out and do something about that.”    
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