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Every November, as the Thanksgiving holiday approaches, local newspapers run articles which 
have a recurring question. The question is – where did it happen? 
 
Where did the first Thanksgiving happen? “Yankees” will tell you that the first Thanksgiving 
took place in Massachusetts, near Plymouth Rock. It happened there. “Southerners” will tell you 
that it happen at Berkeley plantation on the James. There’s a plaque there which says, “The first 
thanksgiving happened here!” Others suggest that the first thanksgiving took place in Florida or 
California, where Franciscan missionaries celebrated Mass. 
 
So, where did it happen? Well, we’re not really sure. But we know that it happened, because we 
still celebrate it. 
 
We could ask the same question about the Ascension of our Lord Jesus Christ. The Gospels all 
tell us that Jesus rose from the dead. We know where THAT happened. It happened  in 
Jerusalem. After the resurrection, the Gospels describe various events in which the disciples 
encountered the risen Lord. 
 
Ultimately, they tell us that the resurrected Jesus returns to his place at the right hand of God. He 
no longer walks the earth in his original physical form. He is taken from our sight and goes to his 
Father. We call this the mystery of the Ascension. 
 
But the question is – where did that happen? 
 
Matthew tells us that it happened in Galilee. The Risen Jesus sends his disciples back to the  
countryside of Galilee. And in today’s Gospel, Matthews tells us that it’s there in Galilee that 
Jesus ascends to heaven and sends us forth to proclaim his good news. 
 
It happened in Galilee. 
 
Except… except Luke (who wrote both the Gospel of Luke and the Acts of the Apostles) tells us 
that it happened near Jerusalem. Luke says that it happens on the hill between Jerusalem and 
Bethany. That hill is called the Mount of Olives.  According to Luke, It happened there. 
 
Hmmm. We know that the Ascension took place. We still celebrate that mystery today. But we 
are not quite sure where it happened. Before the Gospel were written down, the eyewitness 
stories got told in different settings. Some of the details evolved. 



 
But if you go to Jerusalem today, and walk up the Mount of Olives, you encounter several things. 
Near the base of that hill, you find the Garden of Gethsemane, where Jesus poured out his heart 
to his father on the night before he died. There, he wrestled with God – “Father, if it is possible, 
let this cup pass me by.” They built a church over the very spot where Jesus faced such a hard 
and awful moment. 
 
Also on that hill is the road, which Jesus would have taken on Palm Sunday. The crowds were 
shouting Hosanna! But from that road, Jesus could see the places where both Caiaphas and Pilate 
lived. Even in his moment of triumph, he could see the homes of the men who would condemn 
him to death. 
 
Further up the hill is a little church called Dominus Flevit. “The Lord Wept.” This is the place 
where Jesus wept over the city of Jerusalem, because his own people would not accept the 
message he preached.  
 
And it is just up from there that you find a small chapel, built over the traditional sight of Jesus’ 
ascension. It’s an old stone church. The roof curves up, but the top of the roof is open to the sky. 
As you look up, you realize - not even a stone church could hold Jesus on the ground! He is risen 
and ascended. 
 
If Luke is right, if Jesus ascended to glory right there on the Mount of Olives, then that teaches 
up something crucial. The question is, “Where did Jesus ascend to glory?” And the answer is, 
“He ascended on the very same hillside where he experienced some of his greatest triumphs, and 
his darkest tragedies; his moments of rejoicing, and his times of tears. 
 
God raised him above the power of gravity precisely in the place where Jesus experienced so 
much of human life – it’s ups and downs, its high and lows, it victories and its sadness. That is 
where the Father said to his Son, “Nothing can hold you down. Nothing can hold you back. I will 
raise you up.” 
 
And it is there, precisely in our ordinary lives, that God the Father says the same thing to us! 
People sometimes ask me – “where will it happen? Where will I finally experience the power of 
God in my life? Will it be in some Cathedral, or on a pilgrimage?” For some people, that might 
be the place where God will raise you above the things that are holding you down. 
 
But for most of us, God chooses to reveal his power to help us up, raise us up, pull us higher than 
the power of gravity, on our own personal Mount of Olives - that is, in our ordinary lives, where 
one day we experience joy, and another day we are crying, and one day we feel lifted up, and 
another day we are on the ground, struggling with God’s will. That’s where God enabled Jesus to 



ascend, that’s where God wants to help us ascend – wherever real life does real stuff to real 
people. 
 
Remember what I said about that little church of the Ascension along the Mount of Olives? It is 
made of heavy stones – but there is a hole in the roof! There came a point in the life of Jesus that 
nothing on earth, not even gravity itself, could pull him down anymore. God was at work, 
bringing him closer, lifting him higher, bringing him home.  
 
God wants to do the same work in us, day by day. And that is crucial, because there is so much 
in life that tries to hold us down, tries to tie us down, tries to weigh us down.  And because of the 
weight of life’s burdens, we feel as though we cannot move forward, cannot move sideways, 
cannot rise higher. 
 
Grief does that. It weighs us down. Anger does that – it ties us up. Old hurts, hard memories, 
they try to keep us from moving ahead. A lack of forgiveness, a lack of patience, a lack of prayer 
– it’s like gravity tugging on our heels.  
 
A life us selfishness and self-centeredness pulls us under.  A focus on  money, possessions, 
material stuff – it just gets heavier and heavier. Addictions tie us down, distractions keep us from 
dealing from what is real in our lives. If we don’t have our eyes fixed on Jesus, we cannot rise to 
where he leads. 
 
And if we are not focused on Jesus, we never notice our neighbors who are weighed down by 
loneliness, or a lack of basic things, or a vacuum of human kindness. If we are not focused on 
Jesus, we will never see Christ in our neighbor – so we stay stuck in the here and now, judging 
them, rejecting them, ignoring them, having no concern for justice. 
 
As Jesus prepared to ascend in glory he said to his friends, “All power has been given to me. 
And behold, I am with you always.” 
 
His love is powerful, and he is with us. So, whatever is trying to hold you down, his love is more 
powerful, and he is with you. Whatever is trying to tie you up, his love is more power, and he is 
with you. Whatever gravity is holding you back, whatever obstacle is in your way, his love is 
more powerful, and he with you. He wants you to rise with him, to live with him, to rejoice with 
him. 

Not somewhere else, not some other day. But here, today, on this ordinary day of your life. 
 
Now that Good News should fill us with thanksgiving!  
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