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“So as to fill all things”
As you know, the Christian calendar is divided in two.  In the first part of the year, Advent through the Day of Pentecost (which is next Sunday), we mark the major milestones of Christ’s life among us, something, taken all together, we believe to be the turning point of history as we know it.  In the second part of the Christian year, we will revisit and re-experience Jesus’ healings and teachings about living a life faithful to him.  So, as we come to the end of part I of the Christian year, we mark the shortest of seasons: Ascensiontide.  It covers a mere ten days.  

The Feast of Ascension occurs forty days after Easter.  According to the Acts of the Apostles, Jesus’ resurrection saw different appearances to his followers during a forty-day period prior to his parting from them.  With Easter always falling on Sunday, it means that the Ascension always lands on a Thursday, 3 days ago.  In this era of struggling liturgical worship, midweek gatherings to mark Ascension are rare.  The Sunday after Ascension is really the only fitting time to address and ponder what the risen Christ’s leaving his friends might mean and imply.
I don’t mind telling you that giving a concrete explanation of the Ascension of Christ can be awkward.  His ascension to the right hand of God is a basic doctrine that is affirmed in our creeds.  Like the resurrection it has never been replicated among humans, even those most faithful to Christ.  Yet, unlike resurrection it doesn’t, at first anyway, seem to have the same centrality and importance.  Whether or not one believes in a physical rapturing of Jesus up into the sky doesn’t seem to figure in whether we experience God’s love.  Still, it does count for a great deal in tracing the arc of salvation.  It places Christ into the presence of the Father from whence on the Day of Judgment, he will return to judge the Creation.
When the Outline of the Faith in our Prayer Book comes to the matter of the ascension, it tells us that “Jesus took our human nature into heaven where he now reigns with the Father and intercedes for us.”  Contrast that answer with the collect for Ascension which declares in part that our Jesus Christ ascended far above all heavens that he might fill all things.”

If you feel some confusion about what is being asserted here, join the club.  On the one hand, one senses a throne-room scene of deepest mystery beyond the gravity of Earth.  Somehow and somewhere, encouraged by some parts of the book of Revelation and other New Testament writings, God our Father is enthroned with God the Son at his right hand, the ultimate place of honor.  The throne room is in heaven, far beyond this earth that we know and experience.
On the other hand, the basic prayer of Ascension Day is derived from The Letter to the Ephesians associated with St. Paul.  It insists that when Jesus finally left the company of his disciples (having first promised to send them God, the Holy Spirit, in his place), he was exalted far above all creation, which includes both heaven and earth.  (Remember that we’re working with what people 2000 years before the Hubble telescope took to be the known universe as created by God.)  The purpose for ascending above it all was that he might then fill all things.

Let’s stick with this “filling all things” for a bit.  In my experience people can imagine an undivided God infusing everything and everyone with God’s presence and power.  The doctrine of Christ’s ascension insists that the previously embodied and incarnate Son now fills and permeates the entirety of the universe.  Quite possibly what this implies is that the throne room of God is not necessarily to be found spatially located just a bit above “Cloud Nine,” but instead in and through all things, and it is the Godhead of Father, Son and Spirit (Creator, Reconciler and Sustainer) that has drawn near so as to abide within us.
An understanding of the ascended Christ dwelling among us and among the totality of what we know to exist amounts to something far above theological doctrines.  As each generation of humanity encounters Jesus Christ, the context of history and culture can tempt us into awkward distortions of the received and revealed truth.
Consider the magnificent cathedrals built in the 11th and 12th centuries in Christian Europe.  The development of gothic arches enabled these buildings to soar into the heavens and allow light in from the skies in a way that no other structures had ever done.  The effect on us even to this day is thrilling and uplifting.  It reflects an understanding that we aspire to become likewise exalted into the heavenly presence of God.  
The literature of that time reinforces this.  Dante’s Divine Comedy, while it begins with a descent into the depths of hell, ultimately ascends to a heavenly, beatific vision of God.  Theologians of that age evoked a transcending journey for faithful Christians who finally escape the mean and brutal world of medieval Europe elevating them to a place in heavenly peace.  These ideas and their expression have persisted through the Renaissance and later periods to this very day.  Think of the popular fascination with some to this very day with “the rapture,” encouraged by that heavenly tradition.
What tends to be eclipsed in this heavenly vision and aspiration is Christ’s immediate filling of all things and thereby continuing his incarnation in a different way.  The greatest text of Scripture which attests to Christ’s post-resurrection descent among us is found in the Book of Revelation, wherein the Holy City, the New Jerusalem, coming down out of heaven from God so that God’s home becomes one that is here among us mortals, and the ascended Son, remaining at the father’s right hand is now here with us in good Trinitarian company.
It is not premature to mark and celebrate that heavenly presence now and in our midst.  And we do as much, when we encounter Christ in the bread and wine as he directed us there in the upper room to do so faithfully.  Likewise, do we find ourselves in the near company of Christ as in that parable of judgment when we find ourselves among the stranger, the sick, the prisoner, the naked, the hungry, and the thirsty, and we often hardly acknowledged it.  And so, too, is the ascended Christ who fills all things within us.  He abides in us as children made in the image of God and as a church family and community, pledged to remain the body of Christ here on earth.  
In all of these the ascended Christ has been known to be a very present presence. Finally, and maybe most controversially, might this cosmic Christ be even encountered in the soil, in the water and in the air we breathe … in the trees, the animals and the whole ecology of nature … lovingly cared for because Christ came to rescue all of God’s creation and is present within them?
This isn’t just a modern theological fad.  Three generations ago, Archbishop Wm. Temple put it this way:

 “By the right hand of the Father” where the ascended son is seated is not a far-off place; it is here; wherever a man be, for him it is here.  The Flesh and Blood of the Ascended Son of Man are Spirit and Life.”

The earliest Irish Christians left us a wonderful hymn out of their Celtic tongue that includes this verse, full of mystery and truth:

“Christ be with me, Christ within me, Christ behind me, Christ before me, Christ beside me, Christ to win me, Christ to comfort and restore me.

“Christ beneath me, Christ above me, Christ in quiet, Christ in danger, Christ in hearts of all that love me, Christ in mouth of friend and stranger.” 
So, let us then in all humility empty ourselves of any and all presumption and find within our own presence and company the ascended Lord of all.

