
Ascension (Seventh Sunday of Easter) - 2021 

One of the results of having traveled is that I am the proud 

owner of certain souvenirs and experiences.  While I was a 

student in Switzerland, for example, I not only picked up a 

working knowledge of the German language but discovered a 

lasting fondness for dark chocolate.  A sabbatical in Spain 

resulted in me bringing home an appreciation for Spanish 

classical music and also some items of Moorish art. 

 

When Jesus ascended to heaven and returned to the Father, he 

brought with him some things from his time on earth.  Not 

trinkets, or anything like that but, above all, the experience of 

suffering.  He took back with him the wounds of his passion and 

death, and along with that the remembrance of the times he had 

been moved—to joy at seeing the disciples return from their first 

preaching journey full of amazement and enthusiasm, and to 

tears when he arrived at the home of Lazarus and confronted the 

reality of his death and his sisters’ grief. 

 

It's hard to imagine that the Son of God would have returned to 

the Father without having allowed the experience of joining in 

the human condition to change him in any way.  Actually, in the 

letter to the Hebrews we read the astounding assertion that, 

during his life in the flesh, the Son of God learned obedience 

through what he suffered. 

 

That’s an astounding thought, first of all, because it’s hard to 

imagine that the Word of God would need to learn anything, let 

alone something like obedience.  Wouldn’t he have been 

perfectly obedient already?   
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When we hear the word “obedience” we are inclined to think of 

something along the lines of compliance with some dictate from 

a person in authority.  But I think a case can be made to consider 

obedience, at least in this context, as a form of listening and 

empathy.  The latin root of the word, obedire, literally means “to 

listen” or “to pay attention to” and in that sense Jesus could be 

listening to the Father but also listening to the suffering and 

woes, the hopes and dreams of those he came into contact with 

and allowing himself to be moved by all that and to bring 

salvation to it. 

 

There are a couple of occasions in the Scripture where we can 

see Jesus’ growth in obedience, in listening more perfectly and 

empathetically to the suffering of those around him.  The Syro-

Phoenician woman, for example, who would not let go until 

Jesus had come to heal her daughter, confronted his statement 

that he was sent only to the house of Israel, and maybe adjusted 

in his mind his sense of mission. 

 

Perhaps after that encounter the mission to the Gentiles that we 

find in the Acts of the Apostles became a more fundamental part 

of what Jesus trained his disciples to do. 

 

It’s very heartening to me to reflect on the message of today’s 

feast from this perspective.  For one thing, it underlines the fact 

that the entry of the Son of God into the human condition was 

not a passing fancy, but had lasting consequences, not the least 

of which is that he picked up during his time on earth the 

capacity to engage in the world of those he had been sent to save 

and had really entered into it.   
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The Son of God returns to the Father with his humanity and the 

scars to prove that he had really become one of us in definitive 

fashion. 

 

If the Son of God returns to the Father with his humanity, then 

that means that heaven is not foreign to us.  Our humanity, by 

design, is outfitted for that life.  God has intended from the very 

beginning that we would end up there.  And not only that, but all 

of creation is designed to be a part of the new heavens and new 

earth that will be the end result of the saving action of God.  

There is no room for a throw away culture in the economy of 

salvation. 

 

That’s part of what we are being sent to proclaim.  The Good 

News is to be preached to all creation, which means our 

presence will have to support our preaching and we will have to 

incorporate ourselves into the world around us in a more 

integrated way—not as lords over the rest of what God has 

created, but as fellow creatures, brothers and sisters to the sun, 

the earth and all that is within it.   

 

St. Francis had it right, I think, when he addressed creation as 

brother, sister.  He knew that we were all in this together; all on 

the journey to the restoration of the world through the 

experience the Son of God now brings to the work of 

redemption which will not be left unfinished. 


