P ENI T EN T IA L R I T E

The Rite of Blessing and Sprinkling Holy Water is most appropriate for Sundays during the Easter Season. The following Penitential Rite could be used on weekdays.

With hope in Christ’s mercy we confess our sins.

(Pause for silent reflection.)

Lord Jesus,

you are risen from the dead.

Lord, have mercy.

Lord Jesus,

you ascended to the Father’s right hand in glory.

Christ, have mercy.

Lord Jesus,

you will return to lead us home.

Lord, have mercy.

May almighty God…

P R A Y E R O F T H E F AI T H F U L

The angels shout for joy as the Lord of glory ascends to his heavenly throne.

Let us now lift up our needs to God.

For the church,

for the pope and bishops,

for all who follow Christ. (pause)

Lead us to your glorious kingdom,

O Lord, we pray.

For the nations,

for government leaders,

for the citizens of every land. (pause)

Give us the peace that only you can give,

O Lord, we pray.

For the downtrodden,

for the poor and oppressed,

for all who suffer unjustly. (pause)

Raise them up and ease their burdens,

O Lord, we pray.

For the sick,

for the mentally ill,

for those close to death. (pause)

Come to their aid in their time of need,

O Lord, we pray.

For ourselves,

for our community’s leaders,

and for all who worship in this place. (pause)

May our service find fulfillment in your love,

O Lord, we pray.

Hear us, O Lord, as we celebrate the ascension of your Son.

May our prayers rise like incense to your throne.

Grant all that we need through Christ our Lord.
Exactly twenty-three years ago, in May of 1987, the Irish rock band, U2, released its enigmatic gospel-rock song, “I Still Haven’t Found What I’m Looking For.” Within three months it would become the band’s second consecutive number-one single on the Billboard Hot 100 chart (Listen). It is one of U2’s most well-known songs and is often performed on their concert tours. One critic hailed the song as a “unique marriage of American gospel and Gaelic soul.”

The haunting and repetitive chorus (But I still haven’t found what I’m looking for) gives the song a sense of longing, even after the third verse acknowledges,
“You broke the bonds
And you loosed the chains
Carried the cross
Of my shame
Oh my shame
You know I believe it.”

While I imagine Bono didn’t write the lyrics with the Ascension in mind, the song seems a fitting expression of the disciples’ perplexity at this moment. After all, they were witnesses to the resurrection. They believed that Christ broke the bonds and loosed the chains; that Jesus carried the cross. You know they believed it—as do we.

But now they stand at this threshold moment. The risen Lord is no longer visibly present. The gift of the Spirit has not yet been received. They are asked, “Men of Galilee, why are you standing there looking at the sky?” Maybe these disciples could sing in answer along with Bono, “I still haven’t found what I’m looking for.”

In some ways our own journey of faith is exactly that. We are baptized. We are believers professing a faith in the risen Lord, and we are gifted with the Holy Spirit. But we still haven’t found what we’re looking for-not completely, and we won’t until the end. It is that constant desire and longing for communion with God that propels us onward, because believing in Christ is not a static event. It is a relationship in which there is always more to discover, and more ways to draw closer.

The great mystics of Christianity—Teresa of Avila, John of the Cross, Gertrude of Helfta, Julian of Norwich, and many more—all knew that the mystery of faith in God was greater than they could ever penetrate. But that did not keep them from looking. That same search impelled others like Vincent de Paul, Martin de Porres, Elizabeth Ann Seton, and Teresa of Calcutta to keep looking among the poor, the sick, and the destitute for the face of the risen Lord.

As we celebrate this feast of the ascended Lord, it might be good to recognize that we will only finally find our heart’s complete desire in the blessedness of heaven. In the meantime, our faith pushes us to keep searching through our belief in God and our love in action because we still haven’t found what we’re looking for!
The Ascension of the Lord
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“Lord, are you at this time going to restore the kingdom to Israel?” (Acts 1:6) Think of what the apostles are asking. After his resurrection, Jesus appears to them and speaks of the kingdom of God.  But they don’t understand the Lord’s plan. Perhaps they were considering the Old Testament hopes for Israel’s political liberation from foreign powers. Perhaps they were remembering how Jesus himself said to them on the night before he died, “you will sit on thrones judging the twelve tribes of Israel” (Lk 22:30).  Now that Jesus is raised from the dead, is this

the time for them to have power over Israel?  Not exactly—at least not in the way they expected.  While Jesus doesn’t answer the question in the way they had hoped, he explains how they will indeed receive power. The Ascension raises hope

to a whole new level.

Like the apostles we too have all sorts of hopes for our world. That is good. We hope that God will bless our world with peace. We hope that God will bless our country with prosperity.  We hope that God blesses our families and friends with health. We have many hopes for this world. Some of us are even hoping that a favorite baseball team will win. But we should never confuse our hopes for this world with the highest hope. That hope is so high that it cannot be seen.  It’s the hope of the Ascension.

Today’s preface in the eucharistic prayer says that Christ “has passed beyond our sight, not to abandon us but to be our hope.” It continues: “Christ is the beginning, the head of the Church; where he has gone, we hope to follow” (P 26).

Christ Jesus himself is our hope (cf. 1 Tim 1:1).  He who came to this world for our salvation now leads us to heaven’s sanctuary. We should not take this for granted and simply move on to what may be considered more urgent matters.

There are many things of this world competing for our attention and our hope. But it is faith in Christ, the crucified, risen, and ascended Lord that fills us with true hope.

We can often return to our highest hope. A traditional act of hope is this: “O Lord God, I hope by your grace for the pardon of all my sins and after life here to gain eternal happiness because you have promised it, you who are infinitely powerful, faithful, kind, and merciful.  In this hope I intend to live and die. Amen.”

Ultimately, our hope is out of this world!

Just as Jesus does not abandon this world by his ascension, so we too should not abandon this world by our hope to ascend with him. In fact, the Ascension makes us more active and concerned about what happens in this world.

Think back on the apostles. They had been hoping for the restoration of the kingdom to Israel. By the grace of the Ascension, they came to know that they will receive much more power than what they had imagined. They are told: “But you will receive power when the Holy Spirit comes upon you, and you will be my witnesses in Jerusalem, throughout Judea and Samaria, and to the ends of the earth” (Acts 1:8). The kingdom of God cannot be contained even by the holy land of Israel.

Now what are the disciples to do when they go out to the ends of the earth? Jesus says that they will be his witnesses. All of us are called to be Christ’s witnesses for this world.  This means that we have even more motivation, not less, to be engaged in the things of this world.  We are called to be Christ’s witness for our world’s peace, our nation’s prosperity, our loved ones’ health. It is not merely some personal wish on our part, but a command to be ambassadors for Christ.

For what this world most needs is something that the world cannot provide: God. It is our hope in God that gives the needed perspective to work for the good of this world.  Even our personal tragedies, the unspeakable sufferings that we face, are fitted into this mystery of hope.  The mystery of hope lifts us up—when the world sees only defeat.

A great modern example of hope is told by Pope Benedict XVI in his encyclical on hope, Spe Salvi. St. Josephine Bakhita came from that troubled region of the world known as Darfur, Sudan. When only nine years old, she was kidnapped by slave traders and came to be sold five times. She regularly knew beatings. For the rest of her life she bore 144 scars on her body.  After being sold to an Italian, St. Josephine Bakhita came to Italy and learned about a new master, the Lord himself. He became the master who freed her and gave her hope. This master is the one we celebrate today as ascended to heaven awaiting us.  Pope Benedict writes:

“She was known and loved and she was awaited. What is more, this master had himself accepted the destiny of being flogged and now he was waiting for her ‘at the Father’s right hand.’  Now she had ‘hope’—no longer simply the modest hope of finding masters who would be less cruel, but the great hope: ‘I am definitively loved and whatever happens to me—I am awaited by this Love. And so my life is good’ [said St. Josephine Bakhita]. Through the knowledge of this hope she was ‘redeemed,’ no longer a slave, but a free child of God” (no. 3).

St. Josephine Bakhita eventually became a religious sister and went many places to spread her hope. Pope Benedict writes: “the liberation that she had received through her encounter with the God of Jesus Christ, she felt she had to

extend, it had to be handed on to others, to the greatest possible number of people. The hope born in her which had ‘redeemed’ her she could not keep to herself; this hope had to reach many, to reach everybody” (no. 3).

Like the first disciples and like St. Josephine Bakhita, we too are called to be Christ’s witnesses, sharing our hope with the world, which so desperately needs it.
