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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. 


Today we celebrate  Ascension Thursday (even though it’s Sunday).  And in  today’s readings, we’re given both a command and a promise. 

In Matthew’s Gospel  we hear what’s come to be called The Great Commission – Go, make disciples of all the nations, teaching them to carry out all I have commanded you. Gathered with Jesus’ closest followers on a mountain in Galilee, we hear a command to be Christ in the world. We are to teach others what we have learned – that the love in Christ that we have come to know is the very lifeblood of the universe, and that we are to spread that Love every day and in every way. That’s the command.

In Acts, we hear that we will be given everything we need to fulfill this great commission. We’ll  be baptized with the Holy Spirit, and we’ll receive whatever power we need to witness to the ends of the earth. That’s the promise.

And yet, in the face of a promise that will enable us to fulfill a command, what do we so often do? Like the Galileans in Acts,  we stand with our mouths open, looking up to heaven, wondering what we’re going to do. Like baby birds with their mouths wide open, we wait to be fed. And we wonder – who are we without  the Teacher … how are we to proclaim the Good News to all creation … what are we supposed to do … and will we be able to do it? 
Of course we all know that Pentecost is coming, and the Holy Spirit will address all those questions. But that’s a homily for next week. What I want to say about the Ascension today is that before he left this earth, Jesus promised – intensely and repeatedly – that all would be well. From the basis of all authority in heaven and earth that was his, Jesus  promised us a baptism in the Spirit that would enable us to follow his commands. In situations closer to our reality, Jesus promised that we would know what to do about Ukraine, about asylum seekers at our borders, about racism and sexism and gun violence and  all the problems that demand our discipleship today. Jesus promised to send us that very same Spirit that he had come to know as his vital principle. And knowing that we share that same Spirit with the risen and ascended Christ, we cannot give up joy or the hope that all shall be well.

An excerpt from a homily delivered by Pope Francis might bring this point of joy and  hope home to us  today. In emphatic words, Francis reminds us, quote  …
Go forth, ensalida, move! Go out and share the story about the work Jesus dreamed for us -- a community of fellowship, forgiveness, inclusion, a place of mercy. Go out to the highways and byways to all those who have lost the joy of living. Go out to those who are burdened by pain and failure, who feel that their lives are empty. Go out to proclaim the good news that error, deceitful illusions and falsehoods do not have the last word in a person’s life. Go out with the ointment which soothes wounds and heals hearts. Go out in the love and the courage of the Holy Spirit. 
Pope Francis tells us to forget about looking up to where Jesus has gone. Instead, look around to see where He continues to be found. The People of God will always be led by the Spirit of God to wherever human need is greatest. Our human solutions to problems large and small might not happen in the time or in the way we might want. But we are assured that they will ultimately be the work of God’s Spirit.

There is a wonderful mystery play from the Middle Ages about the Ascension. In the play, it’s said that after Jesus is lifted up from the earth and is ascending to heaven, the two men dressed in white follow after, trying to catch up with Him. These angels cry out, “Jesus! Jesus! Wait for us!” Jesus turns to greet them, and as they continue to ascend together, he says,  “Thank you, my friends. Well done!” One of the angels replies, “That is what we should say to you, Jesus, for you have done all that has been asked of you! But what will happen next? Isn’t there more to be done?” 

And in the play, Jesus answers, “Well, of course! There’s always more to be done. But weren’t you paying attention down there? Didn’t you hear me tell them to go forth into the whole world and proclaim the gospel to  every creature -- continuing my life and work, reconciling the whole world to myself?” The two angels look at one another somewhat hesitantly, and then look back at Jesus. One of them cautiously says: “Well, certainly we heard all that. But haven’t you been paying attention to them? Do you really think you can count on that lot?” “He’s right, you know,” the other angel says. “Honestly, what’s your back-up plan? What will you do if those you have left behind don’t continue your work?” Jesus pauses for a moment and then says, simply, “There is no back-up plan.”  
There is no back-up plan because the grace set free by the Resurrection, the Ascension, and ultimately the gift of the Holy Spirit on Pentecost would be all the disciples needed. And it’s all we need. The question for us is whether and how we will use those graces. Will we keep looking up, or will we look around.  

 In these days between Ascension Thursday and Pentecost Sunday, we wait for the fulfillment of Jesus promise. Our teacher is gone, and we await the Spirit’s arrival. But if there’s one thing the pandemic has taught us it’s this – we can all work from home; and so can Jesus. Just because Jesus has ascended doesn’t mean he won’t  continue to work in our lives. Pentecost will happen as promised. All those tongues of fire will settle until a mighty wind blows the disciples out through the doors to preach the Gospel in every tongue. 
That’ll happen to us, too. Even without the physical presence of Jesus, we’ll receive the very Spirit of God on Pentecost and our tongues will be open to speak truth to power, healing words to those in pain, and comfort to those who grieve. Our hands will be open to healing. Our minds will be open to solutions to problems that connect us all as human beings. And we will become the back-up plan.  
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