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Ascension and Embrace 

Nor doth he by ascending show alone, 
But first He, and He first enters the way.                  
 
John Donne, Ascension  
 
I was puzzling over what to write here when across my 
Facebook newsfeed came the story of a New Englander (a 
“Yale grad” the headline noted) who has offered a burial 
plot for the Boston Marathon bomber, Tamerlan Tsarnaev. 
Three weeks after Tsarnaev was killed in a shootout with 
police, and with no cemetery willing to receive his 
remains, Douglas Keene of Vermont made the offer to 
Tsarnaev’s family on the condition that it be done 
 
in memory of my mother who taught Sunday School at the 
Mt. Carmel Congregational Church for twenty years and 
taught me to ‘love thine enemy.’ 
 
It is surprising how surprising Keene’s simple, 
straightforward gesture seems. But it strikes me that part 
of its beauty is that it invites us to remember what 
crucifixion-resurrection-ascension make possible:  the 
overcoming of our violence and our need to scapegoat and 
exclude. In Jesus’ living and dying, in his rising from 
death and his ascension into heaven, a new social order is 
opened up to us–God’s new creation–in which enemies 
are loved and we are free to relinquish the cherished 
fiction of our innocence. 

 
The iconography of ascension 
makes it difficult for us to 
reckon fully with this “crown 
of all Christian festivals.”  
Jesus being “carried up into 
heaven“ is conceived, 
understandably, in spatial 
terms and we think absence, 
or at least distance. And there 
is the sense in the theology of 
crucifixion-resurrection-

ascension that Jesus is not here but there: “seated at the 
right hand in the heavenly places.” 
 
But there is also the truth that in returning to the Father 
Jesus takes our humanity into the very heart of God. We 
who are his body are caught up in the divine life and its 
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communitas of mutual gift. God’s life and love spills its 
bounds, so to speak, drawing us in, enfolding us, embracing 
us. In the ceaseless flow of such gifts we in turn embrace 
others. 
 
Yet this truth surprises us, especially, perhaps, because we 
live in a world ruled by fear and exclusion. As James Alison 
observes 
 
We can imagine retaliation, we can imagine protection; but 
we find it awfully difficult to imagine someone . . .  
generously irrupting into our midst so as to set us free to 
enable something quite new to open for us. 
 
This generous irruption makes possible our own ascension: 
“He first enters the way,” as Donne’s exquisite sonnet has it. 
Jesus has gone before us in our suffering, our failure, our 
despair, our death. And in his resurrection and ascension he 
brings us home to the Father so that here in this place and in 
this time we might bear witness to “the fullness of him who 
fills all in all.” 
 
A Vermont schoolteacher’s surprising gesture of hospitality 

shows us what that might look like. Embraced by God, we 
embrace others. 

~ Debra Dean Murphy, Ekklesia Project 

 
 

https://lectionary.library.vanderbilt.edu/texts.php?id=45
http://www.poets.org/viewmedia.php/prmMID/22937
http://www.ekklesiaproject.org/blog/2013/05/ascension-and-embrace/


Reflecting on the Word 
 

____1st Reading:  Acts 1:1-11 
 

We saw in Acts 1:6 that the disciples had a myopic view 
of the kingdom that was much narrower than God’s view 
of the Kingdom. What are some ways in which our own 
views of the Kingdom might be too narrow? How will 
you intentionally move outside of your narrow view of 
God’s Kingdom to get involved in God’s redemptive plan 
to bring salvation to all nations?  What is the primary 
mission of the church? What are some ways that we get 
distracted from that mission? Is it possible for good things 
to get in the way of our central mission? How does a right 
understanding of the glory of Christ and the immanence 
of His return create a sense of urgency in us to take the 
gospel to the nations? How can you cultivate this in your 
own life, in your family, small group, church?  Radical 
Experiment 
 

____Psalm Reading:  Psalm 47  
 

In verses 1 and 5-6, how does this psalm instruct God’s 
people to praise the Lord? Why are the nations called to 
rejoice in the Lord? What will the Lord do for His people, 
according to vs. 3-4? In your personal experience with 
God, what has He done for you? If nothing else, what is 
the most important thing He has done for us? A variety of 
methods of worship are mentioned in this psalm, what are 
they? Can you think of other ways to worship the Lord? 
How can we incorporate this in our daily activities? How 
is this a testimony to others about the love we have for 
our King?  Calvary Chapel Roswell 

____3rd Reading:  Ephesians 1:15-23 
 

Why is knowledge of God so important for believers?  In 
addition to giving thanks, Paul prays that God would give 
them a “spirit of wisdom and of revelation in the 
knowledge of Him.” Who or what is the source of wisdom 
which leads to this knowledge?  What is the “hope” to 
which we have been called?  What is the “inheritance” to 
which Paul refers? According to verses 19-23, how has 
God demonstrated His power?  What does Paul want them 
to understand about God’s power? What does Paul want us 
to understand about the nature of God from this passage, as 
well as His heart for believers?  How does this passage 
invite you to pray differently? What do you think might 
look different in our prayer lives if they were shaped by the 
assumption that what people most need is a “God-
solution”?  Of the three realities for which Paul prays 
(hope, inheritance and power), which do you most need to 
embrace and experience right now?  Cru Community 

 
____4th Reading:  Luke 24:44-53  

 
What does Jesus want his followers to understand? When 
have you experienced a similar “breakthrough”? What will 
be involved immediately in being witnesses? What do you 
expect their “job description” to be once they are 
empowered by the Holy Spirit?  Imagine the parting scene 
in verses 50-51. What would a blessing from Jesus mean to 
you if you were there?   How do Jesus’ followers respond 
to their last interaction with Jesus? Why worship? Why 
obedience (returning to Jerusalem)? Why joy? How did 
Jesus’ followers change from verses 37-43 to verses 52-
53? What was the process? How have you felt Jesus use 
the same progression to prepare you to be his witness? 
What do you need more of in order to take your place 
joyfully in God’s plan to preach “repentance and 
forgiveness of sins in his name to all nations”?  InterVarsity 

 

Praying Toward Sunday 
 

Lord of life,  
We do not know the face of the future, 
any more than your disciples did.  
Like them, we have many questions: 
how to live  
how to bear witness.  
Like them, we thirst for the spring waters of the 
Spirit  
to inspire us in our living  
to give us a heart language in our testimony. 
You have been raised in glory 
that we might rise with dignity  
You live in power that we might live in peace  
You are present everywhere 
that we might be fully present in our own lives  
This we believe  
This we step out on.  
 
~ Monthly Prayers page (now Weekly Worship), Christian 
Aid website 

Today our Lord Jesus Christ ascended into heaven; 
let our hearts ascend with him. Listen to the words of 
the Apostle: “If you have risen with Christ, set your 
hearts on the things that are above where Christ is, 
seated at the right hand of God; seek the things that 
are above, not the things that are on earth.” For just 
as he remained with us even after his ascension, so 
we too are already in heaven with him, even though 
what is promised us has not yet been fulfilled in our 
bodies. 
...We cannot be in heaven, as he is on earth, by 
divinity, but in him, we can be there by love. 
 
-Augustine, Sermon for the Lord's Ascension via Suzanne 
Guthrie, At the Edge of Enclosure 
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