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Ascension (B) 
(Mk 16:15-20) 

 In the 40 days following the Resurrection, Jesus appeared regularly to his 
disciples, especially the 12 apostles, in order to finalize the Church’s preparation 
for world evangelization.  He opened their minds fully to understand the Scriptures 
and the doctrine of the faith; he established and trained them in the celebration of 
the Sacraments through which he would remain with the Church until the second 
coming, especially the Sacrament of the Eucharist; and he strengthened their faith 
and love of him so that they would be that immovable foundation for the Church 
which the gates of hell would not be able to overcome, and which would be able to 
endure all the upheaval that history could throw against her.   

 This undaunted strength and courage came from the Resurrection 
appearances themselves, culminating with the final one, the “Ascension,” which 
took place on the fortieth day.  In the Resurrection appearances, the apostles are 
seeing a glorified heavenly man, not a mortal earthly man.  They are seeing and 
touching something of heaven, no longer earthly.  This is probably the main reason 
why Jesus only appeared to disciples who knew him, loved him, and had faith in 
him, and who had undergone the purification from sin which comes from faith in 
Christ.  Those without faith, love, knowledge, and purity are unworthy – unable – 
to see heaven, because they are not yet in Christ.  Thus in the beginning of the 
Resurrection appearances, even the greatest of his disciples did not immediately 
and fully recognize him.  By the fortieth day, however, things were different.   

 The Resurrection, Ascension, and outpouring of the Holy Spirit are closely 
related, three “sides of the same coin.”  Already on Easter Sunday the disciples are 
beholding the one who is seated in glory at the Father’s right hand, and already on 
Easter Sunday the Lord breathes on them saying, “receive the Holy Spirit” (Jn 
20:22).  As the fifty days of Easter progress, however, the focus shifts through the 
Ascension to Pentecost.  The Ascension completes the education and training of 
the apostles by endowing them with the full vision of Jesus in heavenly glory; at 
least, as full a vision as is possible for those still remaining on earth.   

 As Jesus departs the final time, he doesn’t simply disappear like he usually 
does, but lifts up from the mountain drawing the gaze of the apostles to himself – 
to his human nature – in the glory of heaven at the Father’s right hand.  St. Paul 
later describes a similar vision he received, in which he was permitted to see into 
the “third” level of heaven (2 Cor 12:2).  The Apostles see heaven up to the instant 
where they would be seeing God face to face in the Beatific Vision.  If God 
allowed them to see even one moment more, they would no longer be on earth.   
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 Charity and the Gifts of the Holy Spirit remove fear.  Confirmation is the 
Sacrament of these Gifts, and Pentecost is the day they begin to be revealed.  The 
Apostles and the entire Church will go forth into the world with all its evil in the 
full strength and peace of heaven, dauntless.  The Church is equipped to fearlessly 
proclaim the Gospel, accompanied by heavenly signs.  St. Mark’s Gospel lists 
several of these, such as tongues, healings, and protections (Mk 16:17-18).   

 This was manifested in the subsequent history of the early Church, as the 
Apostles went to the ends of the earth with the Gospel, and bravely endured every 
trial and martyrdom.  The saints of every age have continued to build on the 
foundation of the Apostles, secure in the experience of the Resurrection, the vision 
of the Ascension, and the gifts of Pentecost.   

 One such saint was Catherine of Siena, who lived in the 1300s, when the 
popes were “owned” by the French kings for 70 years, living in Avignon instead of 
Rome, a time known in history as the “Babylonian Captivity of the Church.”  
Because he was no more than a puppet, Catholics throughout the world would not 
follow him.  Discipline and unity were lost, clergy lived corrupt lives according to 
their own interests, and the practice of the faith declined everywhere.  Moreover it 
was the time of the devastating Bubonic plague, when a third of the population was 
killed and the entire social fabric unraveled.   

 “Signs like these will accompany those who believe…” (Mk 16:17) 

 Catherine was the youngest of 27 children, chosen and personally prepared 
by Jesus for the task of renewing the Church, just as he chose the 12 apostles for 
founding the Church.  He appeared to her several times, culminating with visions 
of heavenly glory, such that she would be fully endowed with the power of the 
Holy Spirit for God’s work.  By a special gift of tongues she could read and 
proclaim the Gospel, and teach the faith in all its fullness to clergy, even though 
she had no formal education.  She personally traveled on foot to make peace 
among the various warring cities, risking her life each time.  She went to Avignon 
and with the authority of God confronted the entire political establishment, 
commanding the pope to return in obedience to Rome where he belonged, 
personally supplying for his cowardice and weakness when he vacillated.  In the 
midst of the Black Death, she personally ministered to the dying, miraculously 
healing many, and even consuming the contagion without harm.   

 Because she had seen heaven, she was not afraid of anything on earth, or in 
hell.  She could not be tempted.  Perhaps the greatest sign of Christ’s glory 
manifested in her life was her inability to consume earthly food anymore.  For the 
entire period of her adult life and grueling ministry, for around 13 years until her 
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death at the age of 33, St. Catherine survived entirely on the nourishment she 
received from daily Holy Communion.   

 Everyone in the Church will see the Lord risen and glorified as the Apostles 
and great Saints did, each according to the needs of the Church and his own 
personal circumstances.  None will receive the foundational experiences which 
were unique to the Apostles and first generation of Christians, but we should have 
no doubt the Risen Lord in the Sacraments is providing his people with the graces 
they need for their particular circumstances and the mission of the church in their 
day.  But do we know the Lord to begin with?  Do we live with Agape love, which 
alone unites us with him?  Are our hearts purified from sin and attachment to this 
dark world?   

 Through the mystery of the Ascension, may the Lord equip us for the work 
of ministry, “until we all attain to the unity of faith and knowledge of the Son of 
God, to mature to manhood, to the extent of the full stature of Christ” (Eph 4:13).   

 


