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They looked confused. 
 
It happened this very week, about 15 years ago. I was standing at the altar of the 
Cathedral here in Richmond on a Thursday, and I noticed a husband and wife who had 
joined us for Mass at noon. 
 
As the readings for the Mass began, I could see them flipping through their prayer books, 
trying to find the right page. As I preached, it was clear that I was not saying what they 
expected me to say – but some of  you often have that same look on your faces when I 
preach! 
 
All through mass, something seemed wrong to them.  
 
After Mass, they walked up to me and asked, “Isn’t today Ascension Thursday?” I 
explained that, with Vatican approval, the feast of the Ascension is transferred to this 
Sunday in many parts of the world. 
 
I could tell that the lady had never heard of this fact.  So she said, “but in Camden, where 
I live, today is Ascension Thursday. How can it not be Ascension Thursday here?” I tried 
to explain it again, but she wasn’t buying it. Finally she said, “That’s the problem with 
you young priests. You’re always changing everything. Why can’t you just leave the faith 
the way it used to be?” 
 
(Frankly, I liked the fact that she had called me a ‘young’ priest. Of course, this was 15 
years ago!) 
 
And, I was not surprised by her request: “why can’t you just leave the faith the way it 
used to be?” She was probably speaking for many people, who would feel far more 
comfortable if the church, if faith, could be ‘just the way it used to be.’ Faith seemed 
more secure ‘back then,’ faith seemed more certain ‘the way it used to be.’  
 
In fact, she may have been speaking for most of us, who feel uncomfortable when change 
happens. Most of us don’t like change. Or, at least, we like to have some things we can 
hold on to, some things we’re certain of.  If they change, then I have to change. 
 
Maybe the lady from Camden was speaking for the disciples of Jesus in today’s first 
reading, too. 
 
Remember – these disciples had put their faith in Jesus. They followed him. They were 
there with him at the last supper. They wept when he was buried. They lost him. But 



…three days later… they got him back!  After losing him, they got him back. And he ate 
with them, talked with them, and taught them – just like he used to! 
 
But then, on that Ascension Day… they lost him again.  By the end of this passage, Jesus 
is taken from their sight. They stand there, gazing into the air, with this message ringing 
in their ears:  ‘stop star gazing – you won’t see him that way anymore.’  
 
I suspect that the Apostles wanted to hold on to Jesus as they had known him. They 
wanted the source of their faith to stay where he was, as he was. They wanted the flesh 
and blood Jesus to remain with them, always.  
 
But Jesus had to leave them – or, better still, he had to leave them as they had known him, 
so that he could be with them again in a way that they could not imagine yet. They did 
not know that his departure on Ascension Day would result in the outpouring of the Holy 
Spirit on Pentecost Day. All they knew, in that moment, was that he was gone, again. 
They had lost the One they were surest of.  
 
There are at least two lessons in this vivid scene. The first is this: faith is an always-
changing and evolving reality. No matter how much we fight against it, Jesus calls us to 
an ever-deepening experience of the mystery of God.  
 
If we are going to become adult believers, our faith cannot be founded solely on the 
certainties of childhood. Our prayer life cannot be frozen into one form that ‘worked for 
us’ three decades ago. We must accept that our experience of Christ will expand and 
change, and with each change we will learn something new, something deeper about the 
God who loves us. 
 
As the Second Vatican Council taught, the church is semper reformanda – always in need 
of reform. Which means that no single era, no single place, pastor, or pope can be pointed 
to as THE TOTAL AND ONLY authentic expression of our Catholic faith tradition. The 
first disciples had to let go of what was familiar in order to embrace the deeper gift that 
was to come – so must we. 
 
And the second point? When the Ascension changed their experience of Jesus, the first 
disciples realized that their self-understanding must change too. Up to this moment, Jesus 
was the one who did the teaching; he did the healing, the feeding, and the loving. 
 
But, when he ascended from the earth in that familiar, physical form – everything 
changed for the disciples. From that moment on, they realized that Jesus’ work was now 
their work. Jesus’ mission was now their mission. Matthew makes that clear in today’s 
Gospel. In Matthew’s account of the Ascension, Jesus gives a powerful mission statement 
to the first disciples as he leaves their sight – ‘go, make disciples of all nations, baptize 
them, and teach them.’ 
 
 It sounds so magnificent and clear, but if you read the rest of the New Testament you 
realize that this change in the lives of the disciples did not come easily. While the mission 



may have been clear, it required much change on the part of every disciple – and the New 
Testament tells us that this did not come easily. 
 
Change is never easy. How often in the past few weeks of quarantine have we found 
ourselves lamenting: 
 
+ my work schedule is not the same as it used to be 
+ my family routine in not the same as it used to be 
+ the economy is not the same as it was in January 
+ my experience of faith is not the same as it used to be 
+ my confidence in the future is not the same as it used to be 
+ my waistline is not the same as it used to be 
+ my relationship to Jesus isn’t the way it used to be.’ 
 
You’re right. Change happens. And even the first disciples had to let go of Jesus as they 
used to know him, as he used to be with them, and embrace the new mission he gave 
them. That mission is still ringing down the centuries from the lips of Jesus to your ears. 
Hey you, yes you! – “go and make disciples” of the people you meet. Invite others into 
the community of believers. Carry on Christ’s work! 
 
So, if you were blessed with a specific skill, you may have to change your focus, and ask 
how your skills can be used for the Lord. For those of you in positions of power – you 
may have to change your agenda from self-promotion to the promotion of justice. If you 
were blessed with material possessions, you may have to open your hands in a new way 
to share with the hungry and the poor. 
 
To those who want the world to be changed for the better, we must grapple with the truth 
- the world will only be changed for the better if I first allow God to do the important 
work of changing me for the better. 
 
Saint John Henry Newman once said: ‘to live is to change, and to be perfect is to have 
changed often.’ May this celebration of the Eucharist, on this Ascension Day, give us 
strength to grow in our love for Christ, and to be changed for the life of the world. 
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