When we think about the Ascension, which we celebrate today, what do we think of?  We think of what’s described in the first reading today—Jesus is lifted up in a cloud in the sight of his apostles and taken up to Heaven to sit at the right hand of the Father and to share in his glory and majesty forever.  We think of it as Jesus taking his rightful place in Heaven.  In doing so, Jesus prepared his apostles to receive the Holy Spirit at Pentecost, which we’ll celebrate next week.   He had said that he had to go in order to send us this Advocate who would be with us always.  But there’s something more, something really important, that Jesus did when we ascended to Heaven.  This is the important thing for us.  When Jesus ascended into Heaven, he took with him everything that was rightfully his and everything that he redeemed through his Death and Resurrection.  That means he took with him our human nature—that same human nature that was damaged by original sin and made worse through all the other sins we commit, a human nature that never could have made it to Heaven on its own.  That same human nature that Jesus saved through his Death and Resurrection he had to take with him to Heaven.  
It’s one thing to say that Jesus died for us as the perfect sacrifice for our sins.  It’s another thing to say that Jesus rose from the dead, conquering the power of sin and death forever.  That’s the heart of our Christian faith.  But the story’s not complete until we can say that Jesus has taken us with him to Heaven.  That’s what the Ascension allows for.  It takes what Jesus redeemed here on earth and allows it to enter into glory.  

When I was younger—about ten years old—I played soccer for a county league.  My brother and I played on a team called the Stars.  I played defense.  And truth be told, we weren’t very good.  Every practice game we played—every scrimmage—we lost.  And when the regular season started, we lost…every game!  We had the worst record in the league.  But all that changed when it came time for the tournament games.  All of a sudden, we got very good.  We began to win game after game.  It was the story of the ultimate underdog coming up on top. We actually made it to the championship game, though we did end up losing that game.  But for a team that had known what it was like to lose so often, it was a victory to come in second.  

This is kind of what happened with the story of Christ’s Death, Resurrection and Ascension.  Losing all those games time and time again is like the condition we’re in because of sin—it leaves us empty, defeated, unsatisfied.  But Jesus in his Death entered into our emptiness, and eventually he brought about the victory—kind of like that very first win we had, that first realization that defeat is not meant to be forever!  And Jesus’ victory would continue to spur us on to greater victory (more wins), until we reach the greatest victory of all—actually entering into the highest realm of glory and coming face-to-face with God Himself.  

Now, of course, this analogy’s not perfect.  If my soccer team had come in first, then I could say that’s the perfect analogy for the Ascension—reaching the highest glory.  But that’s okay, because this analogy reminds us that we haven’t reached the highest victory until we attain Heaven at the end of this life.  And it reminds us that in this life we’re still striving, our hearts are still longing for something better, we’re still reaching for the fullness of life that God intends.  And Christ has made it possible.  

The Ascension of Jesus Christ reminds us that even in this life, our human experiences can still be elevated to something greater, life can be more fulfilling and more satisfying each day as we move closer and closer to Heaven.  That’s the way it should be, right?  But for that to happen, we need Jesus Christ!  Jesus is the only one who can take our humanness and lift it up and transform it.  If you ever have a moment when you’re just down on life or you can’t find the joy, ask yourself if you’re really allowing Jesus Christ to take the wheel.  Ask yourself: “How is my relationship with Jesus?”  My guess is, if you’ve lost hope, then that relationship could use some work.
So we need to foster our relationship with Jesus.  But how?  The answer is very simple.  We do it in ways that you’re probably already familiar with, but maybe don’t take advantage of as often as you can.  

1) The first, of course, is prayer—the most fundamental act of the Christian life.  Prayer makes you ready to receive the grace of God.  Prayer gives you the opportunity to place before God what you need.  I tell people, don’t ever hesitate being a bit selfish in prayer, if what you’re praying for will truly help you to be a better husband or wife, or a better father or mother, or a better son or daughter, or a better friend or a better Christian.  And I would suggest, if you’re not praying as a family, start doing it!  Make it a regular habit to come together and place before God all the need of your family.  Prayer is one of the most intimate things you can do together, and it unites you to Christ in a very special way.  

2) Second, I would say, take advantage of the sacraments as frequently as you can to draw closer to Jesus, especially in the Eucharist and in Confession.  In the Eucharist, we receive the very Body and Blood of Jesus Christ to strengthen us and renew us and nourish our souls—we need that spiritual food just as we need physical food to nourish our bodies.  And Confession—so important!  So often, our lives are not lived to the fullest because we have some unconfessed sin from the past that’s creating an obstacle—some inability to forgive, some sexual sin, some priority that we’ve placed on something besides God.  But Confession frees us from that burden and makes us free to celebrate the fullness of life he gives us.  

3) And third, I would say, is a life of service in imitation of the Lord Jesus.  He was a servant of all, and we must do the same.  We must be willing to be generous with our time, with our talents, with our resources—putting them at the service of those in need.  It’s true, when we’re down, nothing cheers us up more than to go out and help someone else.  A spirit of generous love glimpse into the life of Heaven. 

Like I said, these are simple things that you probably already know about.  But they’re powerful if we really put them into practice.  They can bring us closer to the fullness of life that God intends for us.  Today let us never forget that Jesus’ Death, his Resurrection and His Ascension have called us to bigger and better things, if we’ll allow him to work his grace in our lives.  But we won’t take hold of that fuller life unless we hold onto Jesus.  
