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PAINFUL GOODBYES AND THE ASCENSION 

by Ron Rolheiser

Among the deeper mysteries in life perhaps the one we struggle with 
the most is the mystery of the Ascension. It’s not so much that we misun-
derstand it, we simply don’t understand it. 

What is the Ascension?

Historically it was an event within the life of Jesus and the early church 
and is now a feast-day for Christians, one that links Easter to Pentecost. 
But it is more than an historical event, it is at the same time a theology, a 
spirituality, and an insight into life that we need to understand to better sort 
out the paradoxical interplay between life and death, presence and ab-
sence, love and loss.

The Ascension names and highlights a paradox that lies deep at the 
center of life, namely, that we all reach a point in life where we can only give 
our presence more deeply by going away so that others can receive the full 
blessing of our spirits.

What does that mean?

When Jesus was preparing to leave this earth he kept repeating the 
words: “It is better for you that I go away! You will be sad now, but your 
sadness will turn to joy. If I don’t go away you will be unable to receive my 
spirit. Don’t cling to me, I must ascend.”

Why is it better sometimes that we go away? 

Any parent with grown children has heard similar words from their chil-
dren, unspoken perhaps but there nonetheless. When young people leave 
home to go to college or to begin life on their own, what they are really 
saying to their parents is: “Mum and dad, it is better that I go away. You will 
be sad now, but your sadness will turn to joy. If I don’t go, I will always be 
your little boy or little girl but I will be unable to give you my life as an adult. 
So please don’t cling to the child you once had or you will never be able to 
receive my adulthood. I need to go away now so that our love can come to 
full bloom.” 

The pain in this kind of letting go is often excruciating, as parents know, 
but to refuse to do that is to truncate life.

The same is true for the mystery of death. For example: I was 22 years 
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old when in the space of four months both of my 
parents, still young, died. For my siblings and me 
the pain was searing. Initially we were nearly over-
whelmed with a sense of being orphaned, aban-
doned, of losing a vital life-connection (that, ironically, 
we had mostly taken for granted until then). And our 
feelings were mainly cold, there’s little that’s warm in 
death.

But time is a great healer. After a while, and for 
me this took several years, the coldness disappeared 
and my parents’ deaths were no longer a painful 
thing. I felt again their presence, and now as a warm, 
nurturing spirit that was with me all the time. The 
coldness of death turned into a warmth. They had 
gone away but now they could give me their love and 
blessing in a way that they never could fully while 
they were alive. Their going away eventually created 
a deeper and purer presence. 

The mystery of love and intimacy contains that 
paradox: To remain present to someone we love we 
have to sometimes be absent, in ways big and small. 
In the paradox of love, we can only fully bless each 
other when we go away. That is why most of us only 
“get” the blessing our loved ones were for us after 
they die. Mystically, “blood and water” (cleansing and 
the deep permission to live without guilt) flow from 
their dead bodies, just as these flowed from Jesus’ 
dead body.

And this is even true, perhaps particularly so, in 
cases where our loved ones were difficult characters 
who struggled for peace or to bless anyone in this 
life. Death washes clean and releases the spirit and, 
even in the case of people who struggled to love, we 
can after their deaths receive their blessing in way we 
never could while they were alive. Like Jesus, they 
could only give us their real presence by going away.

It is better for you that I go away! These are pain-
ful words most of the time, from a young child leav-
ing her mother for a day to go to school, to the man 
leaving his family for a week to go on a business trip, 
to the young man moving out of his family’s house to 
begin life on his own, to a loved one saying goodbye 
in death. Separation hurts, goodbyes bring painful 
tears, and death of every kind wrenches the heart. 

But that is part of the mystery of love. Eventually 
we all reach a point where what is best for everyone 
is that we go away so that we can give our spirit. The 
gift that our lives are can only be fully received after 
we ascend.

Used with permission of the 
author, Oblate Father Ron 
Rolheiser. Currently, Father Rol-
heiser is serving as President of 
the Oblate School of Theology 

in San Antonio Texas. He can be contacted through 
his website, www.ronrolheiser.com. 
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La felicidad nace de poner nuestro corazón en 
el trabajo...y hacerlo con alegría y entusiasmo.

La felicidad, no tiene recetas...cada quien co-
cina con el sazón de su propia meditación.

La felicidad...!no es una posada en el camino...
sino una forma de caminar por la vida

Deacon Ray Ortega was ordained in 
1979 for the Archdiocese of Miami. He 
is a certified Pastoral Bereavement 
Specialist from the World Pastoral 
Care Center and a member of the 
South Florida Chapter of ADEC. He is 
Master of Ceremonies for the Auxiliary 
Bishop, the Most Rev. Felipe de Jesus 
Estevez. Ray currently serves on the 
NCMB Board.

The family continues to pray for forty days, cel-
ebrating the Lord’s ascension into heaven. This day 
is celebrated with a Mass, either at the church or in 
the house. (We have attended a forty day Mass in 
the home and have been overwhelmed by the love 
shown to the bereaved family.) These families are not 
left alone, nor are they forgotten.

Perhaps, you can gather more information from 
other Philippine communities across the United 
States. Their traditions are so important to us in New 
Jersey.

Thank you for your consideration.

Very truly yours,

SUSANNE T. TEDESCHI

Joe Tedeschi is a deacon at 
St. Mary of the Lakes in Med-
ford, New Jersey. Together with 
his wife Susanne they run the 
Ministry of Consolation and 
Bereavement Support Groups. 
There are ten other parishio-
ners assisting them. Both Joe 
and Susanne were trained by 
the NCMB.

LA FELICIDAD 
by Ray Ortega

La felicidad no depende de lo que pasa a 
nuestro alrededor...sino de lo que pasa dentro 
de nosotros mismos.

La felicidad se mide por el espíritu con el cual 
nos enfrentamos a los problemas de la vida 
diaria.

La felicidad...!es un asunto de valentia; es tan 
fácil sentirse deprimido y desesperado...

La felicidad...!es un estado de ánimo; no so-
mos felices en tanto no decidamos serlo.

La felicidad...!no consiste en hacer siempre lo 
que querramos; pero si en querer todo lo que 
hagamos.

NCMB IN THE NEWS

Attn: Editor, Ministry of Consolation Participant Work-
book, 2006

Dear Editor,

You have done a super job with your new Partici-
pant Workbook. Thank you so much.

My husband and I run the Ministry of Consolation 
for our Parish, St. Mary of the Lakes in Medford, NJ. 
We have eleven members in this Ministry who attend 
to our bereaved families. Their service begins with 
the planning of the Mass of Christian Burial and con-
tinues for a year following the death.

Reverencing the Cultural Differences in Bereave-
ment, did not include the Philippine community. In our 
parish it has been a privilege to serve these wonder-
ful families. Perhaps, in your next edition, you might 
consider their culture.

The Philippine community prays for the repose 
of the soul for nine days, starting from the date of 
death. People gather at the family residence and pray 
together, followed by fellowship and refreshments. 
On the ninth day, if the family is so inclined, a Mass 
is celebrated. Again, all family and friends gather to-
gether to attend this Mass.


