
FEAST OF THE ASCENSION OF THE LORD 

 

      Matthew's Gospel begins with the angel's words that the virgin would conceive and bear a son 

and that his name would be called Emmanuel, which means "God with us".  The Gospel ends with 

today's reading [28:16-20] which contains the promise of Jesus from a mountain: "Know that I am 

with you always; yes, to the end of time."  The assurance is that the Church will always enjoy the 

living presence of Jesus and be the living witness of the Christ who died and rose and still lives.  The 

Creed which we say together states that he "ascended into heaven, and is seated at the right hand 

of the Father".  

 

     In the New Testament the ascension is normally proclaimed as an integral part of the Easter 

event: God raised Jesus and exalted him to his right hand.  The earlier perspective on the Easter 

appearances of Jesus is that they were appearances from heaven of the already risen and ascended 

Christ.  In the later narratives of the appearances (in Luke and John) the resurrection and ascension 

are separated, not as two successive events but as two aspects of a single indivisible event.  In 

being raised from the dead Jesus is glorified and exalted.  Luke tells the story of the ascension twice 

[Luke 24, the event occurring on Easter Sunday evening or the next day, and Acts 1:1-11, which is 

today's first reading].  The version in the Acts of the Apostles looks forward to the future, to the 

inauguration of the Church's mission and the final return of the One who ascended.  What are we 

to make of the "forty days"?  For several centuries the church did not, either in its writings or in its 

liturgy, treat the ascension as though it "occurred" on the fortieth day.  In the Bible the forty days 

are a round number and it is a common reference in biblical language to signify any considerable 

period (which Elijah or Jesus, for example, spent in the desert), especially a period of preparation 

for a work or before a significant intervention of God in history.  It could refer to the forty days 

spent by Moses on Mount Sinai receiving instruction from God [Ex 24;18], which parallels the 

instruction of the apostles completed after a similar period.  It may reflect the rabbinic estimate for 

the time required for a disciple to assimilate the teaching of the master.  

 

     The Lord of health and good heart, the Lord of worthwhile tasks carried through to the end, the 

Lord of unbroken solidarity with divinity and with us, walks tall before us still, and walks with us. 

 

"Lives today our glorious king; 

where, O death, is now your sting? 

Once he died our souls to save; 

where's your victory, O grave? 

Soar we now where Christ has led. 

following our exalted Head; 

made like him, like him we rise: 

ours the cross, the grave, the skies." 

                                 Charles Wesley [1701-1788] 
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