
The Ascension of the Lord 
(Year A) 

First Reading   Acts 1:1-11 
Response    God has gone up with a shout,      
     the Lord with the sound of a trumpet. 
Psalm    Psalm 47:2-3, 6-7, 8-9 
Second Reading   Ephesians 1:17-23 
Gospel Acclamation  Go therefore and make disciples of all nations; I am with  
    you always, to the close of the age. 
Gospel    Matthew 28:16-20 

The feast of the Ascension of Jesus in year A takes the second reading from the 
famous letter to the Ephesians of St. Paul. So we’re going to be looking at 
Ephesians 1:17-23. Now, if you’ve ever read the letters to the Ephesians carefully, 
you’ll know that it is jam packed with all kinds of very complex, deep, rich, and 
profound theological words and images. So we can’t really do it justice here. But 
what we want to primarily focus on as I’m reading through these verses….look for 
the question of, “What is the meaning of the Ascension of Jesus? What does it 
mean for Him? What does it mean for us? And also, what does it mean for the 
angels?” So in this presentation, we’re going to focus on Jesus, the Ascension, and 
the angels. So in Ephesians 1:17, we read these words: 

...the God of our Lord Jesus Christ, the Father of glory, may give you a spirit 
of wisdom and of revelation in the knowledge of him, having the eyes of 
your hearts enlightened, that you may know what is the hope to which he has 
called you, what are the riches of his glorious inheritance in the saints, and 
what is the immeasurable greatness of his power in us who believe, 
according to the working of his great might which he accomplished in Christ 
when he raised him from the dead and made him sit at his right hand in the 
heavenly places, far above all rule and authority and power and dominion, 
and above every name that is named, not only in this age but also in that 
which is to come; and he has put all things under his feet and has made him 
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the head over all things for the church, which is his body, the fulness of him 
who fills all in all.  1

Now, you don’t have to know Paul very well just to even hear those words and 
realize that there is a lot that was just said in a very short space. However, I’m just 
going to focus on a few elements here that I think, at least for me, are really helpful 
for understanding the mystery of the Ascension—why it is that this feast day is so 
important in the liturgical calendar and in the mysteries of the life of Christ. It’s 
one of those mysteries that I like to say to my students, just like the Holy Spirit is 
sometimes the forgotten person of the Trinity, the mystery of the Ascension is like 
the forgotten element in the Paschal Mystery.  

Sometimes we think of Jesus’s Paschal Mystery as just His passion and His death 
and resurrection. But it doesn’t stop there. If you look at the Catechism, the way 
the Catechism describes the Paschal Mystery, it is His passion, death, resurrection, 
and Ascension 40 days later. So let’s just draw out a few points here about this 
mystery.  

First, notice that Paul uses the language here...he connects the Ascension of Jesus 
into Heaven to our own hope. What is the hope to which Christians are called? 
According to Paul, it’s not just the resurrection from the dead, although that’s very 
good—very important, central, crowning truth of our faith. But it’s not just the 
resurrection. It’s also the Ascension. In other words, Christ paves the way for us in 
every aspect of His life...not just His passion and death (which we’ll have to 
undergo), and not even just His resurrection, which hopefully we’ll all share in, but 
also His Ascension to the right hand of the Father of glory. 

This is so important. So how is the Ascension described here in Ephesians? It says 
that Christ was raised from the dead and made to sit by the Father at the Father’s 
right hand in the heavenly places. So...that’s chapter 1, verse 20. So the Ascension 
is, in essence, about the—shall we say—the being caught up...that sounds almost 
German there. It’s about the humanity of Christ being caught up into the life of the 
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Trinity. It’s about Christ taking His crucified and resurrected body and bringing it 
into the very bosom of the Trinity, into the life of the Trinity—which Paul here 
uses the imagery of being seated at the right hand of the Father. That’s imagery 
from the book of Daniel of the Father’s heavenly throne and Christ as the Son of 
man (in the book of Daniel) ascends to the ancient of days to be presented to Him. 
So too Jesus, in the Ascension, goes to the right hand of the Father and takes His 
seat as equal with the Father, beside Him on the heavenly throne. 
  
If you have any doubts about this, you can just look at what Paul says in verse 20 
there. He: 

...made him sit at his right hand in the heavenly places… 

Now what does that mean, heavenly places? We want to be sure that we don’t 
misunderstand that, because the word “heavenly places” can have two meanings in 
Greek. The Greek word epouranios, which is...we’ll just translate it here as 
“heavenly places.” The first definition for this word can be what we would call the 
visible sky—the heavens in the sense of the visible heavens where the stars and the 
sun and the moon reside. You can actually see this in a parallel quote from 1 
Corinthians 15. In 1 Corinthians 15, Paul says this (verse 40): 

There are celestial [or heavenly] bodies… 

And the Greek word is epouranios, the same term. 

...and there are terrestrial [or earthly] bodies...There is one glory of the sun, 
and another glory of the moon, and another glory of the stars… 

So there in 1 Corinthians 15:40-41, Paul is using the term “heavenly” to refer to 
the material bodies of the sun, moon, and stars that are in the visible heavens. 
However, in first century Judaism, the word “heavenly places,” epouranios, could 
also be used to describe the invisible realm beyond the material universe where 
God dwells with the angels. The best example of this is from Jesus Himself in the 
Gospel of Matthew 18:35 when Jesus says: 
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So also my heavenly Father will do to every one of you… 

And the Greek word there for “heavenly Father” is epouranios, same term. So 
obviously, the Father—and this is important—is not out there in outer space 
somewhere past Pluto. And when Jesus ascends into the heavenly places, He 
doesn’t pass through the Earth’s atmosphere and then continue journeying through 
outer space to some place out there in the visible universe. That’s not what the 
Ascension is about. The ascension is about Jesus taking His material, glorified 
body into the invisible, immaterial, eternal realm where the Father, the heavenly 
Father, dwells with the angels. 

So, if you have any doubts about that, just look at the next verse. Because in the 
next verses, what does Paul say? He was brought: 

in the heavenly places, far above all rule and authority and power and 
dominion, and above every name… 

Now, we might just think those are metaphors for the exaltation of Christ, but 
they’re not. Those are technical Pauline terms for the angels. If you read through 
the letters of Paul carefully—especially Ephesians and Colossians, but also 
Corinthians and other letters as well—Paul sometimes uses the term ángelos, 
angel, what we know most common in English, to refer to the spiritual beings who 
are invisible but dwell in the realm of Heaven with God. 

But a lot of times he doesn’t use the word angel. He uses other terms like 
dominions, powers, authority, rulers, and names. And so those Greek terms are 
actually the biblical foundation for what develops over time into the Middle Ages 
as the “choirs of angels”—these different kinds of angels, these different 
hierarchies of angels.  

Now Paul himself doesn’t lay out exactly how the hierarchy is regulated, but he 
does teach us (in Ephesians and elsewhere) that there are different angelic powers. 
There are the authorities, there are the powers, there are dominions. There are the 
names, there are the rulers, and there are the angels—there are the cherubim, there 
are the seraphim...you’ll see those in the Old Testament. So in other words, the 

4



point here is that when Jesus ascends into Heaven, when He brings His humanity, 
His body, into Heaven, to the right hand of the Father in the Ascension, part of the 
mystery of the Ascension is that the human nature of Christ—which by nature 
would be beneath the angels in the created order of the visible universe—has now 
been exalted above the angels through the Ascension. 

And that’s what Paul means when he says: 

...he has put all things under his feet and has made him the head over all 
things... 

He is, in verse 21: 

...above every name that is named, not only in this age but also in that which 
is to come… 

Now here, what does that mean? Paul’s using here the language of the two ages or 
the two worlds—the old creation and the new creation, the age of this world or the 
age of the world to come. This is standard Rabbinic terminology for the two worlds
—“this fallen world”, called the ha-olam ha-zeh, “this age” or “this world”...and 
then ha-olam ha-ba in Hebrew, the world or “the age to come.” 

Now in Jewish eschatology and Jewish theology, the idea was that this world 
would someday come to an end and then there’d be a new world—a new creation, 
a new Heaven and a new Earth. And what Paul is saying, whether you’re talking 
about this fallen world or you’re talking about the world to come...it doesn’t 
matter. Christ has been exalted above every angelic power that exists. In other 
words, the whole created universe in the Ascension is now turned upside down. In 
the old creation, the angels were at the top of the hierarchy and man was at the 
bottom...or at least the bottom of personal created beings, with spiritual and 
immortal souls, rational creatures. 

But in the new creation, the man Jesus, who is also Son of God, has taken His 
humanity and now taken the seat at the throne of the right hand of the Father so 
that He is exalted...not just above every human being on Earth, but above every 
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angelic power in Heaven, so that He is head over all things for the Church, which 
is His body, the fullness of Him who fills all in all. So...beautiful, powerful 
reflection on the mystery of the Ascension as the triumph and the exaltation of 
Jesus over even the angels in Heaven. 

So in closing, I’d like to end with two quotes—one from St. Thomas Aquinas and 
one from the Catechism on the relationship between the mystery of the Ascension 
and the angels. The first one is from Thomas Aquinas’ commentary on this passage 
from the letter to the Ephesians. And this is what Aquinas said in the late thirteenth 
century...it’s fascinating: 

[Paul] says God the Father “made him head over all the Church” [Eph 1:22], 
composed of both the Church Militant, composed of men living in the 
present, and of the Church Triumphant, made up of the men and angels in 
the fatherland... Christ is even head of the angels...  2

Thomas Aquinas, Commentary on Ephesians number 69. So notice there...what’s 
Aquinas saying? He’s saying something, I think, you and I might not be inclined to 
say—namely, that the Church, the mystical Body of Christ, does not only have 
human members on Earth. It also has the heavenly members, not just of the 
righteous souls in Heaven, but of the angels themselves. Angels, the holy angels, 
are part (in a certain sense) of the Church Triumphant. That’s what St. Thomas 
Aquinas is talking about when he contrasts the Church Militant (which is the 
Church on Earth) with the Church Triumphant (or the heavenly Church), which is 
composed of both men and angels. 

Now you might think, “Wow, Dr. Pitre, I hadn’t heard that before” or “That sounds 
new to me.” Well, it shouldn’t be too new if you just pay close attention to what the 
Catechism of the Catholic Church says about the angels. There’s a beautiful section 
on the angels in paragraph 331-334. And in addition to affirming the existence of 
these invisible, personal, spiritual beings known as the angels, the Catechism also 
says this about their relationship to Jesus and to the Ascension: 

 Thomas Aquinas, Commentary on Ephesians no. 69; trans. F. R. Larcher and M. L. Lamb2
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Christ is the center of the angelic world. They are his angels: “When the Son 
of man comes in his glory, and all the angels with him....” They belong to 
him because they were created through and for him... From the Incarnation 
to the Ascension, the life of the Word incarnate is surrounded by the 
adoration and service of angels. They will be present at Christ’s return, 
which they will announce, to serve at his judgment. In the meantime, the 
whole life of the Church benefits from the mysterious and powerful help of 
angels. In her liturgy, the Church joins with the angels to adore the thrice-
holy God.  3

That’s from the Catechism of the Catholic Church paragraph 331-334. So I don’t 
know about you, but that was the first time I really pondered that. It struck me as 
something I hadn’t thought a lot about. First, that Jesus is the center of the angelic 
world. They all revolve around Him. Second, that from the Incarnation to the 
Ascension, His whole life is surrounded by the adoration and the service of the 
angels. They’re His angels; they belong to Him. And then third and finally, the life 
of the Church benefits from the powerful and mysterious help of the angels, above 
all and especially in the liturgy.  

And again, this is the kind of thing where if you read it in the Catechism, it might 
sound kind of surprising, but if we just listen to the liturgy itself, the Church 
teaches us this, especially in the Sanctus. So in the Mass, when we say, “Holy, 
holy, holy, Lord God of hosts,” we’re not talking about the Eucharistic host there. 
The term for “hosts” in Latin, Sabaoth, is a Hebrew word. And literally it refers to 
the hosts of Heaven, the angelic hosts, the angels.  

So why do we say that in the Sanctus? Well, because what we’re doing is we’re 
calling on the God of the angels to bring us up together with Christ into the 
heavenly places, through the mystery of the Eucharist, so that we might worship 
the Father through the Son in the Holy Spirit, along with the myriads and myriads 
of principalities, powers, rulers, dominions, names...all of the angelic powers of 
Heaven who praise Him and give Him glory and say, “Holy, holy, holy is the Lord 
God of hosts. Forever and ever.” The heavenly song of the angels is what we share 
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in as the Church every time we celebrate the Mass, and above all, on this day when 
we celebrate the mystery of the Ascension.  
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