Christ, our hope

Today the Church celebrates, in the ecclesiastical province of Florida, the Solemnity of the Ascension of the Lord.  Holy Mother Church has made the Ascension of the Lord one of the holy days of obligation. Where it is not celebrated on the Thursday after the Sixth Sunday of Easter it is transferred to the Seventh Sunday of Easter in order that all the faithful may embrace and celebrate this wonderful mystery.  

Indeed, what is the mystery of the Ascension of the Lord? Are we gathering just to recall the historical event when our Lord Jesus ascended body and soul to the right hand of the Father? We do of course read the account of the Ascension from the book of Acts and recall that sacred moment, but the Ascension of Our Lord does so much more than any merely historical event: it proclaims the virtue of hope for each and every one of us, emphatically declaring that our humanity is now glorified in the presence of the Most Holy Trinity. When our Lord Jesus rose out of sight on the day of his ascension, it was the moment in the history of humanity when our nature rose with him to a new and glorious level.

Our Holy Father Pope Benedict XVI entitled his recent apostolic visit to the United States, “Christ our hope!”   Relying upon his last encyclical, Spe salvi, he reminds the whole Church, and now our own nation, that we are to be people of hope, men and women who are convicted in the very depths of our souls of God’s eternal love and mercy for each and every one of us. For the disciple of Jesus, discouragement and despair have no place. We are to have the eyes of Jesus, looking to him for everything.  

It is therefore with the eyes of faith and the heart of hope that we must live our Catholic Christian vocation in this world. As we read in the letter to the Hebrews, chapter 11, verse 1, “Faith is the confident assurance of things hoped for, and the conviction of things not yet seen.” We must never forget that we are here, as it were, on a pilgrimage, passing through this life and headed to the true life that will never end. From the dawn of Christianity, true followers of the Lord Jesus no longer look to this life as the place of happiness and success but rather fix our eyes, as Sacred Scripture tells us, on the life to come. This is our hope, this is our firm anchor.  When we are truly and deeply rooted in this theology we begin to approach our daily life with a completely new way of thinking. The joys, sorrows and even the tragedies of this life can no longer keep us from our true purpose and direction.  

As we grow and gain more experience in this life, we become more and more aware of the sorrows and tragedies that befall every human person at one time or another.  This is why the words of the “Hail, holy Queen,” mean so much to us as we pray with such conviction, “to Thee do we cry, poor banished children of Eve, to Thee do we send up our sighs, mourning and weeping in this valley of tears.” The Catholic Christian heart looks not to itself nor to what the world can offer to bring it happiness, wholeness or peace, but to the Lord who has passed through the valley of darkness and has given us the hope that is our assurance. 

Let us just consider for a few moments how we live, as Pope John Paul the Great called it, in a culture of death. Our culture wants to terminate any burden of life that does not seem, to our standard, to have the dignity and quality of life that we think it should have. For example, the child in its mother’s womb can not survive on its own, especially in the first months of its development, but because this child can not talk, walk or speak and does not even look like you or me, society states it is not a person, indeed not a human being at all and has no rights of its own. Indeed, society says, it is our right to eliminate it if we so choose—our right because our own reason and thought process have developed, thanks to our mothers and fathers who decided to let us live, to the point that we are in a position to remove that which now seems inferior to us and which causes us some inconvenience.  

The same process of thinking comes into effect when we deal with the elderly, especially those who are no longer mentally competent and those who are physically disabled or mentally challenged. This is also true for those of any age who are suffering with a terminal illness or one that afflicts the body and mind in such a way that they no longer function in a way that can provide them the quality of life that we have determined is suitable to our standards of living. We have become advanced in technology, especially in the medical sciences, but lack the proper understanding of the dignity of the human person and the human person’s ability to reflect the glory of God no matter what stage of life or what physical, mental or moral condition they are in.  

Let us recall the greatly publicized case here in our own state of Florida a few years back, that of the suffering and debilitated woman named Terri Schiavo. Because she was considered to be in a vegetative state, her need for nourishment was no longer legally protected. The State allowed her legal husband to deprive her body of nourishment in order to hasten her demise. Recently the Vatican has reaffirmed that no one has the right to deny either themselves or others oxygen, food or water. These necessities in the teaching of the Church are not extraordinary means but the ordinary way the Lord has constructed our bodies to live. Added to this, one can surely say that those who make a decision to deprive any person, born or unborn, of these means to life are not looking with the eyes of hope. Even in the midst of terrible tragedy we must place our hope in what can be, what may be and what will be eventually.  

Pope Benedict XVI put it in these words in his recent encyclical on hope: 

Bernard of Clairvaux coined the marvelous expression: Impassibilis est Deus, sed non incompassibilis—God cannot suffer, but he can suffer with. Man is worth so much to God that he himself became man in order to suffer with man in an utterly real way—in flesh and blood—as is revealed to us in the account of Jesus’ Passion. Hence in all human suffering we are joined by one who experiences and carries that suffering with us; hence consolatio is present in all suffering, the consolation of God's compassionate love—and so the star of hope rises. Certainly, in our many different sufferings and trials we always need the lesser and greater hopes too—a kind visit, the healing of internal and external wounds, a favorable resolution of a crisis, And so on. In our lesser trials these kinds of hope may even be sufficient. But in truly great trials, where I must make a definitive decision to place the truth before my own welfare, career and possessions, I need the certitude of that true, great hope of which we have spoken here. For this too we need witnesses—martyrs—who have given themselves totally, so as to show us the way—day after day. We need them if we are to prefer goodness to comfort, even in the little choices we face each day—knowing that this is how we live life to the full. Let us say it once again: the capacity to suffer for the sake of the truth is the measure of humanity. Yet this capacity to suffer depends on the type and extent of the hope that we bear within us and build upon. The saints were able to make the great journey of human existence in the way that Christ had done before them, because they were brimming with great hope.

May the Virgin Mary who stood at the foot of the Cross and awaited in hope the glorious resurrection of her divine Son, and who stood with the apostles and disciples as her Son ascended into heaven and waited with hope for the Holy Spirit to form the Church, intercede that we too may be men and women of true and lasting hope.  

