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Ascension, Year B
Maturity as God’s Image
Literature, farming, automobile engines, buildings: these are just some of the reasons why Jesus ascended into heaven.  The most basic reason is this: Jesus ascended into heaven so that we could fully mature into the image of God.  
We all know what it means to become an adult—to mature.  We begin to do certain things on our own, like tying our shoes, dressing ourselves, reading, solving problems, or making our own decisions.  If we think about the apostles after the Ascension, it sure looks like they matured in their faith.  Peter and John stood up to the Sanhedrin and rebuked them for crucifying Jesus.  Philip taught the Ethiopian about Christ and baptized him.  Paul preached the Gospel even when threatened with beatings and imprisonment.  
But being an adult involves more than doing certain tasks.  We all differ in our abilities, but we can all mature.  We can all become adults because full maturity is to be everything that we can be.  We all have a potential that we can fulfill.  We become adults to a greater degree as we become what we were meant to be.  

Faith tells us that we are created in the image of God, and that God meant us to be His images on earth.  We grow to full maturity to the degree that we image God, or imitate Him.  We are meant to be like God and to do what God does.  St. John has told us over the last few weeks how we can be like God.  We are called to love as God loves by keeping His commandments.  But we are also meant to do what God does—to share in the activity of the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit.  Like the Triune God, we are meant to create, to redeem, and to sanctify.  Jesus ascended into heaven so that we could practice these tasks on our own in order to fully mature into the image of God.  
Of course, we cannot create from nothing like God.  We cannot redeem sinners on our own, nor can we sanctify or make things holy by our own power.  Instead, God wants us to cooperate with him in these activities so that we can grow to full maturity.  As a Catholic, the author J.R.R. Tolkien understood this cooperation well.  He saw his mission in writing fantasy literature as “sub-creation.”  By imagining a “Secondary World” different from our own, he sought to enchant his readers and awaken a desire within them for all that is good and noble in that strange and wondrous fantasy world (“On Fairy-Stories” by J.R.R. Tolkien).  God seeks to produce this same feeling in us toward His creation, our own world.  Through his writing, an author can lead himself and others to a better understanding of God and a greater appreciation for creation.  
But sub-creation does not happen only with literature.  It happens with the other products I mentioned at the beginning.  Farming shapes the land by the way fields are tilled and planted.  Farmers shape the development of plants by pruning and fertilizing, and they guide the growth of animals by breeding, raising, and training them.  An automobile engine, which was once different parts from God’s creation, is assembled to make something new.  Engineers, draftsmen, machinists, welders, and assemblers all cooperate in the action of creation.  Architecture raises buildings of all kinds from the materials of God’s creation: wood, brick, stone, metal, and glass.  The designers have a vision to which the builders give life, creating something new.  

These are only a few examples of people sharing in God’s activity of creation, which is only one part of revealing the image of God within them.  By ascending into heaven, Jesus showed us that the time had come for us to do certain things on our own.  Of course, he did not abandon us, but sent us the Holy Spirit.  Next week at Pentecost, we will focus on the gift of the Holy Spirit, Who allows us to cooperate in creating, redeeming, and sanctifying the world.  This week, think about how you are cooperating in these three activities of the Holy Trinity.  Where in your life are you creating something beautiful?  Are you helping to redeem sinners?  Are you cooperating with God to make the world holy?  How far must you still grow toward full maturity in the image of God?  
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