
Sunday After Ascension 
The gospel passage says the disciples left the mountain to return to Jerusalem with great joy. 
Great joy? What do we make of the Ascension? Robert Crouse, the notable Canadian 
theologian, writes of the mysterious nature of the church’s relationship to the Ascension. He 
says, that while you would think the church has every reason to mourn this day, it has been 
celebrated ever since it happened.  
 
That is strange, isn’t it? The fact that our Lord and saviour concluded his earthly ministry, and is 
no longer walking among us…that this is something that is considered a good thing. From my 
own studies, it seems the church has typically put forth three categories for why it is a good 
thing for us. There is a benefit through his position of authority, through Christ’s involvements 
in our earthly process, and through the maturity that comes through the trial of not having him 
with us in body.   
 
Can we speak of benefits?  
Before we get to those reason though, I think it is important to highlight this idea of us being 
benefitted by his absence. We risk the sin of false humility if we will not admit that we glory in 
the work of Christ, even his Ascension, because of its benefit to us. The scriptures say that we 
love because he first loved us. This sounds selfish – but as we can see – the benefits are not 
personal benefit as we would usually define benefit. These things are not good for us, in the 
sense that we will be rich in material wealth, in success, and in power. But they are good for us, 
in God’s plan to form unto himself a people, forgiven of their sins, and be people devoted to his 
loving rule.   
 
Benefit #1: Christ’s Position – Intercessor King  
The first reason it has been said that it is a benefit to us is because of Christ’s position. The Bible 
teaches that he is now at the right hand of the Father. The benefit of position is both a benefit 
of his intercession for us, and because it is where he sits as king over us. 
 
N.T. Wright, the New Testament and 1st Century theologian and historian, notes that it was 
usual for people to claim visions of the Roman emperor ascending to heaven and coming back 
again. This was indicative of their divine rule on earth. The Roman ruler then had the authority 
to speak for the gods, and to crush other nations in brutal conquest. Jesus, the crucified king, is 
in every way in opposition to the Roman kind of authority. He conquers sin and death, through 
his own blood and suffering. He breaks the power of the enemy, through dying and rising. His 
Ascension, unlike the Roman attempts to grab power, was the consequence of true divine 
power and love. He died for the benefit of his people, and he ascends for his people.     
 
And as the ascended king, he is our intercessor. Christ is continually upholding the world and 
specifically his people, the church. It is through his intercessory work that we are enlivened. He 
said he goes so that he can send the Holy Spirit. From this position, he empowers us to be 
witnesses of the good news, to live differently, and to be God’s people – his body on earth.  
 
Benefit #2: Participation in Humanity – From this life to the next 



The next benefit is that even in his ascension he is participating in our humanity. He is the first 
fruits of humanity – what happens to Christ (where the head of the church goes), will happen to 
the church. One day, those who have died and those who are still alive, will meet Christ in the 
clouds, and the new heavens and the new earth shall be established. A union, a marriage 
between the heaven and earth. It is something of an unexpected turn of events that Christ 
ascended, because as we see in our reading from Isaiah, it sounds like when the new heavens 
and earth are ushered in, that it would be one big event, but in God’s wisdom, in the middle of 
the story, Christ leads the way ahead, while the church awaits their own ascension.  
 
We say in a communion service, “lift up your hearts”- “we lift them up to the Lord”- and that is 
a part of this benefit of Christ going before us. We are in Christ, so we are lifted up to the Lord – 
brought into the Holy of Holies. But, the gaze of our life is not strictly heavenward – anxiously 
staring into the clouds, awaiting an escape from the physical reality. No, that would be very 
gnostic. Rather, our gaze is always toward Christ – who is ascended, but who is also here, in the 
least of these. We pray, your kingdom come, and your will be done, on earth, as it is in heaven. 
We need to be Jewish in our understanding, of a heaven that is transforming earth. As it says in 
Habukkuk 2:14 “For the earth will be filled with the knowledge of the glory of the LORD as 
the waters cover the sea.” That’s what we look forward to. Just as water is what the 
sea is in its essence, so earth will be transformed by the kingdom of God. Jesus goes 
ahead, of us and prepares that union. What happens to the head, which is Christ, is perfect union 
of heaven and earth, and that is guaranteed to us.    
 
Benefit #3: Our Maturity - His absence is our crucible 
This third benefit, is a benefit that comes through trial and hardship. God is in the business of 
transforming us, and the Ascension is one of the ways we are transformed. St. Augustine talks 
of our loves being transformed by the Ascension. “He is taken away from their bodily eyes, and 
they no longer see him as man.  What was in their hearts that arose from natural affections is 
now as it were mourned within them…When ten days had passed he would send the Holy 
Spirit, to fill them with spiritual love; taking away their earthly affection…They could not be 
filled with spiritual understanding unless the object of their earthly love should go from before 
their eyes.” What Augustine seems to be getting at is that there is a maturity of love that takes 
place when the seen object of our love is no longer seen with physical eyes, but rather through 
the spiritual eyes of faith.  
 
John of the Cross, a contemplative Spanish monk, in his most famous writings, “Dark Night of 
the Soul” – speaks also of this maturity that arises from being kept away from the initial 
closeness we once felt we had with Christ. The disciples needed to be weaned in some ways 
from Christ’s physical presence among them, and we too need to be weaned off of the milk and 
get into the meat of the spiritual life. Many people experience that closeness with Christ at 
some point, it is that mountaintop experience. But, God calls us into the valley’s as well. He calls 
us to follow him, and trust him, even when we cannot see clearly where it will lead or what God 
is doing.  
 



There is a greater love that is formed in us when we are denied the feelings of ease in our 
intimacy with Christ. Augustine speaks of a love that is formed through spiritual understanding. 
When we have been denied the physical love and affection, and are offered something deeper 
and more difficult. God would have us grow in our faith, as a child grows developmentally.   
 
As the Psalmist wrote, “But I have calmed and quieted my soul, like a weaned child with 
its mother; like a weaned child is my soul within me.” There is a way of life, a spiritual 
life, that produces in us the fruit of the Spirit, and produces in us a peace that 
surpasses all understanding. And, if Christ had never ascended, I am sure God would 
have implemented another way for us to grow in our walk with Christ – but the way 
God did choose, because he knows best and is the most loving, is that we endure as 
his people without his visible presence with us. Let me be clear, we are with Christ – 
but, the road we are asked to walk is one of faith. Like our forefather Abraham, we are 
called on a journey where we do not fully know what lies ahead – but we know that 
Christ has gone before us, that Christ goes with us, and that Christ will come again. 
 
Jesus not being with us, is difficult. Life would be easier, if Jesus went and travelled 
from place to place, correcting our teaching when it was needed, and healing our 
sicknesses via text message, and telling us exactly how to navigate the world in the 
best way possible. That would be great. But, God does not seem as interested in our 
attempts at having the easiest life possible. God does not instantly wipe out 
Coronavirus, God does not snap his fingers and demolish the arguments of our 
opponents. And God does not simply make us perfectly loving. Can we trust God, that 
he knows a better way of making us into the image of his Son?   
 
This Christian life is a crucible, in which Christ is being formed in us. The Church has 
never mourned the Ascension, because it is a benefit to us – but it is a benefit that 
sometimes hurts. One day, as the Isaiah passage describes, all the pain and suffering 
will come to an end, but we know that for now, we can celebrate that Christ has 
ascended. He is our intercessor King, he is our way maker from this life to the next, 
and he is fashioning us into a people of faith and Christlikeness.  
 
Let us pray that the Holy Spirit encourages our hearts and that we reap all the benefits 
of his Ascension.    
 


