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In the Name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit. Amen. 

 

Fr Austin Farrer says that most of us work with what he calls “a 

two-decker scheme of heaven and earth,” with a great divide 

between them. “On earth,” he says, “the familiar presences of 

flesh and blood, in heaven the mysterious Trinity, the holy angels, 

and the souls of Aunt Betty and Cousin David, departed from us 

in faith.” We think of heaven as a place far distant, like Venus or 

Jupiter. And although we know that one day it will be our home, 

most of can’t say that we’ve ever been visited by anyone who is 

already there, except for Jesus and the Holy Spirit. There have 

been others: Mary has appeared to various people from time to 

time, most recently in Medjugorje in 1981; the archangel Gabriel 

visited Mary, announcing to her that she would give birth to the 

Son of God, as well as to Zechariah and Joseph to prepare them 

for that great event; Moses and Elijah appeared with Jesus when 

he was transfigured, in the presence of Peter, James and John. 

These weren’t visions that people had—they were real visits. And 

they fascinate us. But they are so extraordinary as to leave us still 

thinking of heaven as being as distant at least as the nearest planet. 

“When we think or imagine in such a form,” Farrer says, “what 

are we doing? We go as far as the first fence we meet, the barrier 

which closes our earthly perspective, and there we stop. 

Everything that lies beyond we lump together, as though there 

were no further fences dividing the territory. But the great 

divide—incomparably wider than any other, since its width is 

infinite—is the gulf which separates” God from all his creatures. 

This distance, he says, “is the Atlantic Ocean.” The division 

between angels and us is only a parish boundary; the fence 

between us, who are alive, and those who are departed is only a 

hedge between two fields.  



Jesus is still with us, on our side of the ocean, “and in our parish 

too,” says Farrer, because he is still in the flesh. He took flesh of 

the Virgin Mary and was made man, as much a human as any one 

of us. When he died, it was a death like ours. When he rose from 

the dead, it was a resurrection like ours will be at the last day 

when, as Paul says, “the trumpet will sound, and the dead shall be 

raised... and we shall be changed” (1 Cor 15.52). We will be changed 

like Jesus was changed. It will still be a human body, but it will 

be glorified the way our Lord’s risen body was glorified, fit for 

life in the new heaven and the new earth. This is the promise of 

resurrection Jesus makes to everyone who believes in him, and 

which the apostles spell out for us to understand more clearly.  

In John 14, which is a favorite reading for funerals, Jesus says,  

Let not your hearts be troubled. Believe in God, believe also in 

me. In my Father’s house there are many dwelling places. If it 

were not so, would I have told you that I go to prepare a place 

for you? And if I go and prepare a place for you, I will come 

again and will take you to myself, so that where I am, there you 

may be also. (14.1-3)  

Jesus there is preparing his disciples for his Ascension, although 

at this point they don’t have a clue what he’s talking about. He’s 

talking about paving the way for us to return to the Father, which 

is the whole reason for his coming to us. He came to us as one of 

us in order to offer himself as the sacrifice for our sins, to wash 

us in his blood and to so join us to himself that we can approach 

the Father without hindrance, in him. And as our life issues from 

God in the first place, he is returning to his Father’s house to make 

ready our place there.  

This is the Ascension that we celebrate forty days after Easter. He 

began preparing his disciples for it even before he was crucified, 

so that when it actually happened, they would be able to make 

sense of it. And just to be sure they got it, “two men stood by them 

in white robes and said, ‘Men of Galilee, why do you stand 

looking up toward heaven? This Jesus, who has been taken up 

from you into heaven, will come in the same way as you saw him 



go into heaven.” They restated the Lord’s earlier promise: “When 

I go and prepare a place for you, I will come again and will take 

you to myself, that where I am you may be also.” 

So how is it that if he’s gone from us, back to the Father’s side, 

he’s still with us? “He is still on our side of the ocean, and in our 

parish, too, by his continued incarnation.” When he rose from the 

dead, and when he ascended into heaven, he was still in the flesh, 

he still had the body that Mary gave birth to. He took our flesh 

upon himself in Mary’s womb, and he took our flesh with him 

into heaven. He is still on our side of the ocean, as Farrer says, 

but “he is on the other side of the hedge from us. The company 

Christ has associated with himself is on both sides of the hedge.” 

He has associated himself with all people, living and dead. He is 

with us all, and is available to us all by prayer and sacrament—by 

receiving the new life he gives at baptism and by filling us with 

his own divine life again and again at the altar.  

He was taken out of the world, not so that he could distance 

himself from it, but so that he could be even closer to it. He has 

gone beyond the limits of our not-yet-glorified bodies so that he 

can be with all of us all the time—not the way he popped in and 

out of the apostles lives between Easter and Pentecost, but by the 

abiding presence of the Holy Spirit who has made himself at home 

in us, and by tangibly coming to us in the Sacrament of the altar. 

Heaven is not some distant place that we can’t see from here. It’s 

all around us. Our little world is well within the circle of God’s 

care. And because he cares for us, he has made a way for us to 

break out of our little world, to go beyond the limits that sin has 

set for us. And that way is Jesus. He gives us new life as well as 

nourishment for the new life. In fact, he is that new life, and he is 

that nourishment. “I am the way and the truth and the life,” he 

says (Jn 14:6). Through him we have fellowship with those who 

have gone beyond the hedge that surrounds this life, and with all 

other of God’s creatures, and with God himself. Through his 

taking our flesh, he has made us his brothers and sisters. And 

through his returning to the Father in our flesh, we have been 



given a new home as children of the same heavenly Father, from 

whom we have received the inheritance of God’s everlasting 

kingdom. “I will come again and will take you to myself, that 

where I am you may be also.” In the Name of… 
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