Ascension Day [17th May 2007]
The Welsh have a word for it, not the Greeks this time. Like all peoples born onto harsh soil and limited land, the Welsh have always been great travellers, settling miles and miles from home. That’s why we have had to keep a welcome in the hillsides. 
Hiraeth: that nostalgia for a home glamorised and mythologised by time and distance; hiraeth: that deep, nameless longing for misty hills and gentle rain and the sweet smell of bracken that only a voyager across deserts can truly comprehend; or hiraeth: that half buried treasury of memories of hearths and hot, glowing coals and the quiet sound of the afternoon fire made up well in the post midday lull of a busy household that warms the cockles of the heart of the stranger in cold accommodation surrounded by unknown peoples and tongues. Hiraeth: home like it was meant to be. 

And it is not just a looking back, hiraeth is about looking forward, forward to that day when all are reunited and gathered up back home in laughter and gossip and singing. Welsh families can be very intense and very intimate even if someone has not been seen for 20 years or more, they are claimed and possessed as if they have never gone away. I find this as I now start going to funerals on behalf of my parents who are too frail to travel to the south from their home in mid Wales.

What longings and conflicts filled the heart of Jesus as he bade his disciples farewell. He must have ached for home for his home is beyond the mystical delights of hiraeth by far. As he went away, there must have been two pulls of emotions rushing through him: at last, I am going home; and: I yearn over my companions and long for them to be strong and pure.

After three packed years of active public ministry and leadership, after the days of agony and passion, then the quiet weeks of return, regrouping of body, mind and spirit post resurrection, Jesus must have emerged as if forged from steel in the fieriest furnace. That is why the Spirit at Pentecost was perceived as fire, fire that cleanses, fire that forms and shapes fore that is speed and light incarnate.

And the disciples: did they remember that Jesus had said he would not leave them comfortless. As they stood in a world forever empty now he had gone, what bleak inner landscapes did they inhabit. 

But Ascension is not about us, it is supremely about Him. It is the zenith of his work on earth and the marker of the divine love. It is not love that smothers, love that keeps intervening. No, it is true love, love that walks alongside, love that explains, love that nourishes and sets free. 

And it does have to be up, doesn’t it. No other preposition will do in our language. Up. A dynamic, purposeful monosyllable that actually says it all. Up. Full of hope and energy. Up. I have worked and forged and done my task and I can go up.

Risen and ascended Lord, we owe you more than we can fully know but today we celebrate that you have gone up. We celebrate you in your you-ness, in your person, for what you are. May our prayers and joy and thanks also go up to you and to the Father through the power of the Holy Spirit. Amen.
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