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Last Thursday was Ascension Day. Nowadays the Ascension passes 

without much comment. I don’t expect many of you rose from 

your beds on Thursday morning and exclaimed, “My goodness, it’s 

Ascension Day. I must go to church.” When I was a kid it was 

different. Daylight lasts longer in England than North America. My 

church would pile into buses for some obscure little church in the 

countryside where we would sing Evensong, have a huge picnic, 

play cricket in the evening light, and explore whatever there was 

to explore. Then we would ride back on the buses, arrive home in 

the dark, and go straight to bed because, after all, it was school 

the next day.  

 

Today in the rush of life we scarcely give it a thought. Our lessons 

today don’t even reference it. We may even be relieved we don’t 

have to think about it much. The image of Jesus being received 

into heaven is beyond our modern sensibilities. Nevertheless – it’s 

on the calendar and it’s not going away. 

 

Eight days before Pentecost Jesus does indeed bid his disciples 

farewell. It is an event to wrestle with, an event hard to 

understand, and an event that describes what feels like an 

unsatisfactory ending to Jesus’ time with his disciples. No empty 
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tombs here – just a cloud on a mountainside which threatens to 

leave us in a fog of skepticism and confusion.  

 

In the story as it is told in the Acts of the Apostles, Jesus actually 

reprimands his disciples for daring to ask when the kingdom is 

really going to happen. He refuses to answer their question while 

telling them, “….. you will receive power when the Holy Spirit has 

come upon you; and you will be my witnesses in Jerusalem, in all 

Judea and Samaria, and to the ends of the earth.” They are 

practically his last words -little comfort, no answers, and lots of 

work ahead. What are we to make of this? 

 

Two images come to mind for me. 

 

First: in a remote part of Norfolk in England there is a small village 

called Walsingham in which stands a shrine. It is the largest place 

of pilgrimage in the Anglican Communion. Its’ origins lie in the 

crusader period when the Holy Land became inaccessible for 

ordinary people. Richeldis, the lady of the manor, had a vision and 

received instructions to build a replica of the house in Nazareth, 

which had been Jesus home. The replica would be erected to 

honor and celebrate the incarnation. It became famous, but was 
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destroyed by good old Henry VIII, who had an eye on the jewels 

and money that had been donated in thanksgiving for answered 

prayers. Walsingham disappeared until the early twentieth 

century when it was restored on the impulse of an eccentric 

Anglo-Catholic priest, who happened to be the Rector of the local 

church. Money was short, so everything in the shrine is tiny. Much 

of the architecture is eclectic, even tacky, but it is a holy place and 

many extraordinary things have happened within its walls.  

 

Every chapel in the shrine is dedicated to event in the life of Jesus. 

In the Chapel of the Ascension there is a colorful ceiling plaque 

representing the Ascension. A plaster three dimensional cloud is 

adorned by two pierced feet disappearing into the heavens. (It 

has to be confessed that this depiction of the event leaves a lot to 

be desired. Plaster toes do not inspire spiritual insight.)  

 

By contrast, when I think of the Ascension, my second image is 

down a steep and stony pathway just outside Assisi in Italy. There 

sits an ancient church and convent. The church is the place where 

St. Francis was first converted by the love of God. It became the 

convent where St. Clare founded and fostered the life of 

Christians gathered in community under vows. There Francis 
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wrote his “Canticle to the Sun”, sitting in the green meadow of 

the convent garden. It is peaceful and sacred space.  

 

The site of Clare’s bed in the dormitory and the place where she 

sat in the Refectory are marked each day by jugs of fresh flowers 

put in place by the Franciscans, the friars, who care for St. 

Damian’s each and very day. It is a holy place. Clare has long gone, 

but her presence is clear. It is present in the monks who tend the 

convent, who spend time with the visitors who come to visit, and 

in the prayer that fills the very air itself. 

 

Plaster toes fail me but the old convent does not. The reality is 

that had Jesus merely kept appearing to his disciples, I doubt 

much would have happened. They and we would have continued 

to sit around comparing notes and debating the merits and 

demerits of Jesus’ new form of post-resurrection ministry. We 

would have continued to ask, "Lord, is this the time when you will 

restore the kingdom to Israel?"  There would have been little, if 

any, incentive to set a hand to the task Jesus sets before us each 

and every day, “ … you will receive power when the Holy Spirit has 

come upon you; and in Jerusalem, in all Judea and Samaria, and to 

the ends of the earth.” We would have continued to wait for God 
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to act and continued to believe the world would be transformed 

by some kind of divine magic while we looked benignly on. 

 

Instead Jesus chooses to depart. He goes away. The disciples 

experience themselves as alone again. Not alone in the aloneness 

of Good Friday, but alone in the light of an empty tomb. We know 

that aloneness well. It is the critical moment, the moment when 

we recognize that it really is up to us, that something is being 

expected of us, that it is time for us to act. It is the moment when 

we have to get up and start. 

 

“You will be my witnesses,” says Jesus. Witnesses testify. 

Witnesses make it possible for things to happen. 

 

So - the Ascension turns out not to be about gaudy plaster feet 

sticking out of the ceiling. It is about responding to life, to the “not 

yet it’s but it’s time to get started” of our experience.  It is about 

participating, walking about on the earth and declaring through 

our loving and living the good news uncovered in Jesus Christ.  
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Same old terms - love has defeated hatred, life has overcome 

death, and suffering is not the final word – but a message to be 

taken to the ends of the earth, to all who do not yet know it.  

 

That is why Franciscans wait at the foot of that steep and lonely 

path outside Assisi each day, why they provide friars who 

between them speak all the languages that fall from the lips of 

those who visit, why in the town square they laugh and dance 

with the young by the light of the moon, why they place flowers 

to mark the presence of the spirit of love incarnated in the life of 

a woman called Clare, why they carve out oases of silence in the 

holy places of their order so that souls may find themselves 

refreshed. It is why those who come go away with more hope and 

less fear, more peace and less anxiety, more joy and less despair. 

 

So come, get up, move on, dance on. Say welcome to all who 

come. And when asked, "Lord, is this the time when you will 

restore the kingdom to Israel?"-- be the answer to the question. 

 

Amen. 

 


