
Ascension and Pentecost

[Jesus said to his disciples,] “But now I am going to the one who sent me . . . But
because I told you this, grief has filled your hearts. But I tell you the truth, it is better for
you that I go. For if I do not go, the Advocate will not come to you. . . .  A little while and
you will no longer see me, and again a little while later and you will see me. . . . Amen,
amen, I say to you, you will weep and mourn, but your grief will become joy.  (see John
16:5-22)

These words come from Jesus’ farewell discourses in John’s Gospel just before his death. But
scholars think that they could just as well fit immediately prior to the Ascension. Jesus tells them
that after a time of not seeing him, during which they will grieve, they will once again be joyfully
reunited with Jesus. This could refer to his death and resurrection, but placed before the
Ascension, it also makes sense, as if Jesus were saying, “I have to ascend now. I have to go up
to heaven, but a little while later I will be with you again when on Pentecost, when the Holy Spirit
comes. Then your joy will be complete.”

All of us want to ascend into Heaven—that is our ultimate destiny. But even before that, right
now, the Lord wants us to ascend from one plane to a higher plane. The Lord calls us to ascend
again and again to a higher understanding of God. The Lord is always calling us to ascend to
the next level of relationship with Jesus. But this ascending comes at a cost. Jesus points out
the anguish involved; we do not want to let go of what we already have in order to get to the
higher plane.

I have an amusing thought when I think about the Ascension. I think about the disciples not
wanting to let Jesus go, and as Jesus starts to ascend, I imagine them grabbing onto his feet,
trying to hold on to him as if he were a helium balloon. Of course, that didn't happen; they had
the grace to let Jesus go. But I wonder if, in their hearts, they wanted to hold on to Jesus, whom
they had come to know and love. In order to receive the Advocate, Jesus said in effect, “I have
to leave you. You have to let me go. You cannot cling to me.” He said the same thing to Mary
Magdalene: “Do not cling to me because I need to ascend to the Father.” Here in the farewell
discourse, Jesus gives the same message to the disciples: they must let him go so that he can
send them the Holy Spirit.

Why was it necessary for Jesus to ascend in order to become present to them in a new way
through the Holy Spirit? Jesus, in bodily form, was contained in one physical human body. He
had one face, one voice, one language; but Jesus desired to come through his Holy Spirit so
that he could have every face and speak in every language. That is indeed what we see in
Pentecost when the Holy Spirit comes. Would that have been able to happen had the disciples
not let go of Jesus' feet?



I grew up in a small town in Louisiana. I had a wonderful but isolated life there. I knew Jesus,
but I knew him in a small way, because I had such a small context. I didn't have a big and broad
experience of life, and so my Jesus, if you will, was quite small. He was big enough for me in my
one town, with my one Cajun culture, with the people who saw things the way I saw them, and
who spoke the same language I spoke. My Jesus was big enough for all of that. But once I
joined the Jesuits, I needed a bigger Jesus. I needed to let go of the Jesus I knew so that I
could receive a bigger manifestation of Christ—one that could speak every language and wear
multiple faces. Only then could I be his ambassador to all people.

This is Jesus’ message for you too. In order for you to receive the Spirit—to receive a bigger
and broader manifestation of God’s presence—you must let go of the Jesus you’ve grown
comfortable with. You have to let go of today's Jesus, if you will, in order to receive a greater
Jesus, a greater manifestation of God’s presence. In the same chapter from John’s Gospel,
Jesus says, “I have much more to tell you, but you cannot bear it now” (John 16:12). Jesus has
this longing to come to you in bigger and greater ways, in deeper manifestations of his very self.

Chances are, there are some ways in which Jesus is asking you to let go of your old notions of
him so that he can come to you in new ways.  Chances are, you are holding on to Jesus’ feet.
But if you let him go, he will return to you in ways you’ve never dreamed of.

Mark E. Thibodeaux, SJ


