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

 

Here’s a definition of priesthood for you: A priest is someone who 

stands in the gap between God and his creation, conveying to God 

the needs of his creatures, and conveying to his creatures God’s 

great love for them. Now hold that thought, and I’ll come back to 

it. 

Ascension Day gets a pass in most churches these days, probably 

because it’s always on a Thursday, which is not a day when most 

Christians think about going to church. It’s day forty of the Easter 

season, which was three days ago, and the beginning of a ten-day 

season within the Easter season called Ascensiontide. That’s why 

today’s collect speaks of God having exalted his “Son Jesus 

Christ with great triumph to [his] kingdom in heaven.” So I want 

to talk just a little bit about what the Ascension means. And I’m 

going to use a hymn we’re not actually singing today. How many 

of you know “Alleluia! Sing to Jesus,” with that lovely, stately 

Welsh tune (Hyfrodol).  

Verse 2 in our hymnal is “Alleluia! Not as orphans are we left in 

sorrow now; Alleluia! He is near us, faith believes, nor questions 

how…” Now here’s the where the bit about the Ascension starts: 

“though the cloud from sight received him, when the forty days 

were o’er, shall our hearts forget his promise, ‘I am with you 

evermore.” In Acts 1 Luke says that while the disciples were 

watching, Jesus “was lifted up, and a cloud took him out of their 

sight” (1:9). That’s what the picture on today’s bulletin cover 

illustrates. I love the ones that show the pair of feet dangling from 

the cloud. Christian artists have been doing that for centuries, but 

still there’s something cartoonish about it. So Jesus rose from the 

dead and turned up here and there with his disciples over a forty-

day period, and then he returned to his Father’s side in heaven. 



He “was taken up into heaven and sat down at the right hand of 

God,” says Mark’s gospel (16:19), which we repeat when we recite 

the Creed. And in the very last line in Matthew’s gospel, Jesus 

says, “And remember, I am with you always, to the end of the 

age” (28:20). That’s all summed up in that verse of the hymn, 

“though the cloud from sight received him, when the forty days 

were o’er, shall our hearts forget his promise, ‘I am with you 

evermore.” 

Then there’s the question of what he did when he got there. Mark 

simply says that he sat down at the right hand of God, but there’s 

a lot more to it. Way, way back in the days of Moses, God gave 

detailed instructions on how worship in his temple was to be 

conducted. The two big annual events were Passover and the Day 

of Atonement. Passover commemorated the night when God 

passed over the houses where the people had killed a lamb and 

smeared its blood around their doors, then roasted and ate the 

meat inside. God spared the lives of the firstborn sons of all the 

households that followed those instructions.  

It was in the context of the Passover celebration that Jesus 

instituted the Holy Eucharist and then died on the cross. And those 

who were attentive to the Scriptures understood that Jesus is the 

true Passover Lamb whose blood spares his people who are 

washed in it and who eat his flesh, like we do when we come to 

his altar every Lord’s Day. The Passover, the actual event on that 

night in Egypt, and the annual commemoration of it ever after, 

were given by God as an image of the real thing that he was going 

to accomplish in Jesus, and as a preparation so that they’d be able 

to recognize the real thing when it happened.  

The Day of Atonement, Yom Kippur, is when the high priest 

would present the national sacrifice, naming the sins of the people 

over the victim, the animal being offered (= the original meaning 

of victim). Then he would kill it and take some of its blood into 

the Holy of Holies, God’s dwelling on earth, the inner sanctum of 

the temple, and sprinkle it on the mercy seat, the throne of God. 



This room was separated from the outer parts of the temple by a 

huge veil. Remember from the gospels that at the precise moment 

when Jesus died on the cross, that veil was ripped in two, 

signaling God’s departure from his earthly temple. Only the high 

priest went through that veil into the Holy of Holies, and only on 

that one day of the year. Then he would come out and throw the 

rest of the victim’s blood on the people, signifying the forgiveness 

of their sin. They were washed in the blood of the Lamb. The 

priests themselves would then eat the meat of the sacrifice. 

Now back to the hymn: verse 4 says, “Alleluia! King eternal, thee 

the Lord of lords we own: Alleluia! Born of Mary, earth thy 

footstool, heaven thy throne…” Now here’s the Yom Kippur bit: 

“thou within the veil hast entered, robed in flesh, our great High 

Priest: thou on earth both Priest and Victim in the eucharistic 

feast.” Do you see where this is going? Every year the high priest 

would go within the veil to present the sacrifice for the sins of the 

people to God, then come back out and wash the people with some 

of that same blood. It was an image, and a rehearsal, for what 

Jesus ultimately did. In going to the cross willingly, he acted as 

the high priest offering the atoning sacrifice. And because his is 

the one perfect, eternal sacrifice, he is called the Great High 

Priest.  

As he hung dying on the cross, instead of naming the sins of the 

people, like the high priest did, what did he say? “Father forgive 

them.” Then having risen from the dead, he passed through the 

greater veil separating heaven from earth to present the sacrifice 

for the sin, not of one nation, but of the whole world, to God on 

his heavenly throne. “Thou within the veil hast entered, robed in 

flesh, our great High Priest.” The high priest wore special 

vestments when he offered sacrifices. Jesus the Great High Priest 

is himself the sacrifice. And when he ascended he didn’t leave his 

human body behind—it’s an inextricable part of who he is—he 

took our human flesh into heaven.  

And just as the high priest would return to the people to wash 

them in the blood of the sacrifice, Jesus our Great High Priest 



comes to his people at every celebration of the Holy Eucharist to 

wash us in his blood. And because all the baptized are, as Peter 

says, “a kingdom of priests” (1Pt 2:9), anointed to intercede with 

God on behalf of all the people on earth, we consume the meat of 

the sacrifice, the Body of Christ. “Thou on earth both Priest and 

Victim in the eucharistic feast.” 

So he didn’t just sit down when he got there and put his feet up—

“earth thy footstool, heaven thy throne.” He presented what the 

Prayer Book calls “a full and perfect sacrifice for the whole 

world” (BCP 341). And every time we gather at his table, he comes 

to us to wash us in his blood and to feed us from his Body. “I am 

with you evermore,” he promised. And because we are all 

priests—not just the person in the collar, but the whole people of 

God—ordained to do for the world what he has done for us, as 

sacrificially in some instances as he has done for us, we can’t just 

sit down and put our feet up either.  

Wherever people are suffering, under the weight of sin, or 

oppression, or injustice, or even under the weight of their own 

prosperity, which lots of people do, wherever they need to feel the 

comforting, forgiving, loving word of God, is where we need to 

be, presenting the sacrifice of our Great High Priest and Victim to 

the Father on their behalf, and ministering to them on his behalf. 

Our priesthood, what some call the priesthood of all believers, is 

an extension of his priesthood. As he intercedes for us with the 

Father, so we intercede for the whole world through him, pleading 

his “full and perfect sacrifice for the whole world.” Since, as 

Hebrews says, “he always lives to make intercession for us” (7:25), 

so the Church also always lives to make intercession for the 

world. When you’re a kingdom of priests, it’s what you do. And 

what better place to do it than out here surrounded by the beauty 

of God’s creation? In the Name of… 

a.m.d.g. 
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