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When I was six years old, I wanted a bike and I wanted to learn how to ride it.  So my dad bought me a bike and took me out to our backyard, which had a gentle hill, sloping down to a large driveway area.  He had me jump up onto the seat and held the bike until I found my balance.  When I felt comfortable, he told me to start pedaling and he would run along beside me.  It was wonderful.  I was pedaling for all I was worth.  I felt safe because my dad’s hand was keeping me balanced, or so I thought.  I turned around to share my joy and realized that my Dad was gone.  He had only come halfway down the hill with me.  I was on my own.  I promptly fell over.  I pushed the bike back up the hill and Dad told me I could do it on my own now.  If I could pedal down the hill and across the yard, I didn’t need him.  And guess what?  He was right.

Sometimes we might need a little shove or a helping hand for balance.  We are on our own.  Or are we?  Maybe it just feels like we are.
The apostles felt alone as Jesus disappeared from their sight...again.  They thought the cross and his death were the end.  But Jesus rose from the grave.  They could look back and remember his little comments about rebuilding the Temple in three days, or being a sign of Jonah, or the grain of wheat must fall to the ground and die.  Yes, there had been signs that they could now see were Jesus’ way of giving them hope in the face of his death on Calvary.  After forty days they really believed that he had risen and that they, too, would someday rise from the dead.

But what warning did they have that he would not be around while they figured out how to be Christians?  “I and the Father are one” and “I go to prepare a place for you” were just not enough preparation for this day.  There they stood on a hillside in Judea, staring off into space, trying to figure out what to do next.  How would they find their balance, find their way if Jesus was gone?

John Shea suggests in his book, An Experience of Spirit, that their blank-faced stare as Jesus departs might just be panic.  “If they could have, they would have reached up and pulled Jesus back to earth by his heels.  What they were watching move ever farther away from them was the One who made it possible for them to love one another.”

As Christians we, too, might have searched the sky for answers of how to live our lives.  Why?  How do I go on?  What should I do now?  The paschal mystery, the life and death and resurrection of Jesus, doesn’t end at Easter.  Those forty days of teaching and presence and promise of the Spirit before the Ascension formed this little band of followers even if their faith was still a little wobbly.  Like Mary Magdalene, they wanted to cling.  As Fr. Ronald Rolheiser writes in Forgotten among the Lilies:

“With regret, not because I’ve lost you, but because I’ve lost you in how I had you—in understandable, touchable, kissable, clingable flesh, not as fully Lord, but graspably human.  I want to cling, despite your protest, cling to your body cling to you, and my, clingable humanity cling to what we had, our past.  But I know that...if I cling, you cannot ascend and I will be left clinging to my former self...unable to receive your present spirit.”
In a book titled Sabbatical Journeys, Henri Nouwen wrote about the special relationship that trapeze artists have with one another when performing.  He had some friends known as the Flying Roudellas and they described to him what goes on between the flyer and the catcher.  They told Nouwen that the flyer is the one that lets go, and the catcher is the one that catches. As the flyer swings high above the crowd on the trapeze, the moment comes when he must let go.  He arcs out into the air.  His job is to remain as still as possible and wait for the strong hands of the catcher to pluck him from the air.

One of the Roudellas told Nouwen, “The flyer must never try to catch the catcher.” The flyer must wait in absolute trust.  The catcher will catch him, but for the catcher to be able to do that, the flyer must let go and completely trust that he will be caught.

Ascension is about letting go, and letting the past bless us as we move into a new way of being and living.  No one said it would be easy, not even Jesus.

I would like to suggest that the Ascension was Jesus’ way of showing that he trusts us, he trusts that we can do it: be his followers, spread his message around the world, baptize in his name, observe all that he commanded us.  When the Paschal Candle is extinguished we must become the light of the world.  We can share that light because it first shone upon us.  And when each of us acknowledges and develops the talents that are part and parcel of our calling, the light we bear brings salvation to the world.  We become co-creators with God in the work of salvation.  How do we do this?  Through the action of the Holy Spirit.  The Spirit is God’s life at work in and through us.  The more we open ourselves to the movement of the Holy Spirit, the brighter God’s light of salvation shines.  As St. Paul exhorts us today, “May the eyes of your hearts be enlightened, that you may know what is the hope that belongs to his call...”  
They say you never forget how to ride a bike.  Learning to find our balance and trusting the hand that gave us our start stays deep within our body’s memory.  The apostles never forgot Jesus or his directions or his promises.  Because they got off their hill and spread out to the whole world we can know Jesus.  They were responsible to the mission but they were never really alone.  The memory of Jesus and the gift of the Spirit traveled with them and with us.  Take the light of Christ with you as you go.
