Ascension Day May 21st 2020 Christ Church Cathedral, Dublin
St Luke 24.48, 49: You are witnesses of these things. And see, I am sending upon you what my father promised …
The point came when it was important for the maturing of the discipleship of The Eleven that they move on under their own steam and in their own strength. Inertia was the elephant in their room. At no point and in no sense were they ever to forget their Master. Nonetheless, they had to become authoritative teachers and inspirers of others in their own right. It is the role of a leader to prepare and equip the right people for both leadership and service; the next generation needs to know both the distinction and the overlap of these two ways of being and its exponents need to be comfortable in both. 

The time came for Jesus to be parted from their sight as the hymn so innocently and wistfully puts it. These few words capture something of the human longing of those who live in the love of someone who is gone; they keep looking for him; and, the longer they look, the wider the gap of parting and the greater the change in status and relationship between them both. The Ascension not only ushers in Pentecost. To see it in this light is not sufficient to its own weight. It also makes possible an independent discipleship. And this sort of discipleship – both individual and institutional – is that which we as Christian people today have been able to contribute to the general good in this time of a very particular parting brought about by COVID 19. Because of the rigorous social distancing, generations have been parted from one another, most poignantly perhaps grandparents from grandchildren. But there have been other partings and we are increasingly feeling the strain: partings from places of work and places of learning and teaching, partings from the privacy of what was once our home and now seems to be the roving office space of anyone who has a computer and has work or study deadlines to meet; partings in death where there has been no grieving but greater and greater grief – grief unvoiced in this new strangely still and silent world. For those of us with ears to hear this connects us directly with the experience of The First Disciples at the time of Resurrection and Ascension.
Ascension is one of those almost forgotten days in the Christian Calendar, rather like Epiphany. We have some understanding of Christmas and of Easter but as for Epiphany and Ascension – well maybe their problem is that they fall on weekdays. Let me suggest that they give us the opportunity of a second chance of understanding and engaging. Epiphany and Ascension are where the divine message of birth and resurrection move out into fields unknown, but fields that are familiar to us: care; kindness; decision making; justice; teaching and learning; remembering – all the things that Jesus did and all the things we are doing in the name of Jesus now. 
St Luke sees The Ascension as important enough to tell of it twice, first in The Gospel and again in The Acts of The Apostles. The invitation to action offered by the two men in white robes still echoes down the noisy yet lively corridors of history and lands at our feet on this Ascension Thursday as bouncy as ever it was and as a ball to be played:

Acts 1.11: Men (and women) of Galilee, why do you stand looking up towards heaven? This Jesus, who has been taken up from you into heaven, will come in the same way as you saw him go into heaven. 
