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Feast of the Ascension  
June 2, 2019 
By Sister Patricia Crowley, OSB 
Acts 1:1-11; Ephesians 1: 17- 23; Luke 24:46-53 
 

Thinking about one of the first messages I heard in these readings, that we are 
called to continue the work of Jesus, I began to muse about a related theme – the loss 
being experienced by the apostles.  The Scripture readings today tell us a bit, but really 
not much, about the experience of the apostles as they began to realize that the Jesus 
they had known was now leaving them and, then, that he was gone!   

Just before he left them, they tried once more to see if, just maybe, their hope 
for the restoration of the kingdom of Israel (a longing for “the good old days”….) 
might eventually happen in a glorious way. Then, according to Luke, they saw him 
“lifted up” and realized that he was now out of their sight.  Imagination starts here.  
Luke says that the two men in white (who appeared) asked them “Men of Galilee, 
why are you (just) standing there looking up?”   

Clearly they were startled and perhaps in shock and disbelief.   Of course, Luke 
says the “angels “ told them that he would return the same way he left…and we know 
that for over 2000 years Christians have talked about waiting for that Second coming. 
Let’s take a moment to think about what it might feel like to one moment see a 
person and the next moment not…. In each of our lives we have either personally or 
vicariously experienced the loss of a beloved person in whom we (or the character we 
know in a book or a movie or a tv show) have placed our hope and trust.  What might 
it have been like for these men who had given up what they knew in life to follow this 
“man of God”? 

My own first experience of grief came when my baby sister died and my mom 
was still in the hospital recovering.  I remember feeling all alone especially when I lost 
something that only my mother would have helped me retrieve.   Feeling alone is a 
common experience in the grieving process.   

In young adulthood, at the time of my father’s death, I did not yet understand 
much about the grief and how it comes in waves at unexpected times.  I remember 
thinking “something must be wrong with me!” 

These men (and probably women too) could have felt alone, deserted by one 
they loved, wondering if they had been wrong about this Jesus they had followed, and 
finding it hard to trust their own feelings. 

We each grieve differently. Each experience of loss is both similar and utterly 
unique.  What is for sure is that, if we don’t give ourselves time and space to grieve, 
we might act out in unexpected ways.  “Faking it ‘til you make it” does not usually 
work in the long run!  Ignoring that sense of loss does not seem to help us to move 
on.   I am reminded of a novel I just finished about a woman who lived through the 
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terrible years of the siege of Leningrad.  It took her some 70 years to tell her story and 
begin to heal from all the losses she had experienced.  

We recognize that those first apostles were a mixed bunch and could be called 
a “motley crew”.  The loss of Jesus to this group, who had come together and moved 
away from their families their work and their way of living at the prompting of Jesus, 
was undoubtedly jarring!  We have some indication of this in the stories of uncertainty 
and differing opinions among these early followers, especially in the accounts 
attributed to St. Luke - things like the fact that they went immediately to the temple 
(back to what was familiar and sure) and the fact that they stayed together in an upper 
room… Realizing they were one less than the 12 called by Jesus, they set out to fix 
that loss and quickly chose a 12th by lots….  Some doubted that what was happening 
was “real, or that the women among them really knew anything (as indicated in the 
Easter morning story at the tomb).  Some failed to recognize Jesus in his risen 
presence as we see in the Emmaus story.  Some thought they were seeing spirits. 
All of these are natural reactions to a sudden death or loss.  As they grieved, they did 
begin to hear clearly Jesus’ request that they carry on his work on earth. 

 
They began to realize that what Jesus came to do was to be picked up by them.   

Trying to finish someone else’s work can be intimidating. 
It is told that once when Leonardo da Vinci started a large painting and worked 

at it for a while – choosing the subject, planning the perspective, sketching the 
outline, applying the colors, with his own inimitable genius, he suddenly stopped 
working on it.  He, so the story goes, summoned one of his talented students and 
invited him to completer the work.  The student was horrified and protested that he 
was both unworthy and unable to complete the great painting which Leonardo had 
begun. But da Vinci would not listen saying to him, “Will not what I have done 
inspire you to do your best?”  (based on a homily by John Rose in John’s Sunday 
Homilies). Perhaps this was what the apostles sensed even though they were frozen in 
their grief? 

In today’s readings we see that Jesus knew his friends well as he let them know 
that they were the ones to carry on this work.   

However, he asks them to give themselves some more time to become 
accustomed to his being gone and to be able to truly hear the challenge he is giving 
them.   

I am sending the promise of my Father upon you….. 
(Wait) …stay in the city until you are clothed with power from on high. 

This is good advice for anyone in shock, in grief.   “Don’t make changes too quickly” 
is often said.  Stay put.  Wait.   And…if you wait and at least a little patient, according 
to Luke, you will begin to experience new things.  Jesus says that -   

…you will be clothed with power from (the Divine). 
Paul speaks about those new things as  
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A Spirit of wisdom and revelation resulting in knowledge of him… 
The expectation that “something new is coming…”, helps but patience adds a 
dimension to that waiting.  Without that “waiting”, they may not have moved beyond 
their own grief.  They may not have been open to the power of God described in 
such vivid images in the Scriptures for next Sunday. 
Jesus calls them “witnesses” to God’s power (….not to their own!).   The word 
“witness” has many different meanings – memory keepers, those who will testify to 
what they saw, those who will replicate what they have experienced.   
Jesus calls them (and us) to all of that – even as they (and we) grieve so many losses. 
 

Today’s feast calls us to accept ourselves in the unpredictable process of 
grieving our losses, to trust that we will be given the strength we need to move on and 
the courage to try to make that kingdom of love a little more of a reality in our 
violence-torn world.  
 


