
Feast of the Ascension (C) 
 

 

Most of you know my mother died last summer while I was on vacation.  She was 92 and had 

lived a good, long life.  Having received word that the end was near, I was in the car in New 

Jersey heading back to be able to say a final goodbye… when my sister called with the news that 

she had just died.  I was driving at the time and remember the feeling of heading down I-287 

with a sense of emptiness.  This singular person, who physically brought you into the world, and 

nurtured you as a child, and loved you unconditionally for over 60 years was suddenly gone from 

your physical world. 

 

But now, almost a year later, I notice that what was once a sense of absence has become a warm 

presence. I experience her presence as a warm nurturing spirit, and as a permanent sustaining 

love. She is now present to me in a deeper way, a more clear way.  I mention that because when 

she was still alive, we loved each other, but, as with all families, that love was fraught with some 

tension. Love and concern can never be given and received without some shadow, some 

resistance, some irritations, without negative feelings sometimes entering. It’s like that in all 

families and it’s like that even inside of our most intimate relationships. 

 

Face to face, in this life, there is no such thing as intimacy without a shadow, there is no clear-cut 

pure love. No matter how much we love someone, we will still always experience some feelings 

of resistance, of disappointment, of irritation, of boredom, of not being understood, of not being 

properly valued, and of needing a private space at times. Sometimes we can even experience 

being wounded in our close relationships. But after our parents die and our grief over their 

leaving dissipates, their love for us and their presence begins to flow into our lives in a way 

beyond those tensions. We are now able to feel their love without a shadow. In their going away, 

in their deaths, they were able to give us something that they couldn’t give us as fully when they 

were with us, namely, presence and love without a shadow. 

 

So why is this? Is this simply a question of time healing the wound of death? Or a question of 

death making us forget about former tensions and disappointments with each other? 
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Partly, but I think there is something deeper involved. Intimacy is a curious thing, deep and 

paradoxical. Inside intimacy, presence and absence play on each other in such a way that, on a 

given day and in a given season of a relationship, it is hard to tell which provides the deeper 

connection. Sometimes when we are physically present to each other we cannot give each other 

what we need to give, and we must go away, at least for a time, in order for that to happen. 

Sometimes only our absence can deepen and cleanse our presence. Sometimes it is better that we 

go away, for a day or for a season. That is part of the mystery, the theology, and the psychology 

of the Ascension that we celebrate this weekend. 

 

At one level, this is a mystery-- yet we have a sense of how it works. As a parent, you experience 

this when your children grow up and move away. (That is, if they do move away!)  First, there is 

the pain of letting them go, but eventually there is the joy of having those same children come 

back and stand before you in a new way, as adults now who can befriend you and be with you in 

a way that they couldn’t as children. But, this doesn’t happen unless your children first go away. 

Good parents know that by hanging on too tightly, by not giving their children the space within 

which to be absent, you not only stunt their growth, but you deprive yourselves of eventually 

having a wonderful adult came back to you with something deeper to give than simply the 

dependent love of a child. That’s true in every relationship. 

 

Jesus tries, painstakingly and repeatedly, to teach this to his disciples before his ascension. He 

tells them, again and again: “It is better for you that I go away. If I do not go away I cannot send 

you the spirit. You will grieve now, but later you will rejoice.” It took me a long time to 

understand, even partially, what Jesus meant by those words-- and I still struggle, perhaps more 

in my heart than in my head, to accept that at times we have go away in order for our spirits to 

bloom more fully and be capable of being received by those we love most, beyond the tensions 

and irritations that forever cloud relationships. When children leave home for the first time to 

begin lives on their own, in one fashion or another, they are saying to their parents what Jesus 

said to his disciples before his Ascension: “It is better for you that I go away. If I do not go away 

I cannot come back to you in a deeper way!”  

 

Today’s Feast of the Ascension celebrates both an ending and a beginning, for the Ascension 

marks both an absence and presence. Jesus has returned to the Father but remains fully alive with 
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us-- in his spirit of compassion and humility that inspires us, motivates us, compels us to take on 

the work of being his witnesses and proclaimers of his Gospel. And so, in every kindness we 

extend to others… in the principles of justice and mercy we advocate for in our society… in 

making reconciliation a reality in the midst of division and discord… we reveal through our 

living the presence of the Risen One to our broken and struggling world.   

 

I close with a story from the Boston Globe last Christmas:   

The day her mom died, they drove two hours to the family home. On the drive, she 

fretted over the immediate and the practical: What are we going to do with the house and 

all that stuff? And she began to grieve: How will I live in a world without her? 

They spent that first day packing up mom’s clothes and making a first sort of her 

papers. That evening they had supper at the Ninety-Nine, mom’s favorite restaurant. And 

in mom’s honor, there were mom’s beloved martinis all around with a toast: “To Mom!”   

 

The couple on their left asked what they were drinking to. She explained that they were 

toasting her mother, who had just passed away. As they talked, they discovered that the 

couple knew her mother from church and told of her mom’s many kindnesses. They 

promised to say a prayer for her. 

  

An older man and his middle-age son sat down on their right. They began talking. “Are 

you from around here?”  “No, we live two hours from here. My mother lived here, but she 

died this morning.” “I’m sorry. Can I buy you a drink to toast your mother?”  “Yes, thank 

you. She — I — would love that.” And as they toasted mom and the stories continued, 

they discovered that her mother and the older man grew up in a nearby town. His parents 

emigrated from Italy.  He told of the kindness and welcome mom’s family extended to 

his family, who faced discrimination and bigotry as immigrants. 

 

It turned out to be a wonderful evening of celebrating a woman’s life. Her daughter left 

still heartbroken-- but she no longer wonders how she can live in a world without 

her. Mom showed her that evening that she will always be with her.   

 

Thank you, Jesus, for always being with us! 


