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Saint Bernard on the Ascension 
 
As you know, this feast day had a particular importance for Saint Bernard, who even managed 
to get the whole Order to adopt the practice of having a special procession for the occasion. It is 
also noticeable that he invested the best of his energy and creativity in the numerous—and in a 
few cases long—Ascension sermons. He takes up a rich array of themes in these writings, and, as 
far as I know, he nowhere gives a single reason for wanting to make this feast stand out in the 
liturgical year. So, I&#39;ve often wondered what was at the heart of his enthusiasm regarding the 
Ascension; did any one of these themes matter most to him? 
This year I decided to re-read all the Ascension sermons with this question in mind. My 
impression is that Bernard mostly interpreted the mystery of the Ascension in the moral sense, in 
terms of the passage to spiritual adulthood. The New Testament describes it as the passage of the 
Risen Lord to heaven, opening the way to the coming of the Spirit, and also as a passage for the 
disciples from a faith that relied on the physical presence of the Lord to a more spiritual kind of 
faith. Bernard, then, sees this moment of passage as a parable of spiritual coming-of-age. 
We become adults physically and socially only once, but the process of maturing continues. 
There are times of progress and of regression along the way. The main kind of progress Bernard 
is concerned about here is the passage from knowing what is right and good (without, perhaps, 
being willing and able to do it) to having the will and desire to carry out the right and the good 
that we know. When the Lord was with the disciples, they imbibed his teaching and benefitted 
from his direction. But after his Ascension, that teaching needed to be internalized, made their 
own, and they needed the help of the Spirit to orient their lives. 
The notions Bernard often refers to are ratio and affectus: on one hand reason or understanding 
and, on the other hand, spontaneous inclination or willingness. To cite his own words: 
I do not doubt that the understanding [ratio] of all of you who are here present has 
been enlightened, but I am going to show with evident logic that your 
inclination[s] [affectus] have not been purified equally. All of you know what is 
good, the way on which to proceed, and how you ought to proceed along it. But 
you do not have a single will. For in all the exercises of this way and this life, 
some not only walk but also run, or rather fly; so that to them their vigils seem 
brief, their foods sweet, their clothing soft, and their labors not only bearable but 
even appealing. Others, however, [are] not like this. Instead, with withered hearts 
and rebellious dispositions, scarcely are they dragged to these [exercises]; 
scarcely are they compelled by fear of hell. (Asc 3.6; CF 53:40-41) 
This distinction within the community corresponds, obviously, to divisions within each of us. We 
are inconsistent in living out the values we sincerely uphold. Maturity means closing this gap. 
 
Spiritual adulthood, to use Saint Benedict’s image from the Prologue of the Rule, is to carry out 
with delight and love what was earlier heavy and hard. The point is not to oppose ratio and 
affectus. We need to keep learning and to reinforce what we have already learned. There can be 
no maturity without that kind progress. But, we do not flourish as spiritual adults unless the 
capacity of our affectus grows, unless we do with greater joy and ease the things we once found 
unpleasant and almost impossible. 
Perhaps Saint Bernard&#39;s predilection for this feast and his insistence on this theme have 
something to do with his own life-story. Intellectually, he was precocious. From the point of 
view of doctrine and content, there is little noticeable evolution or maturation in Bernard&#39;s 
writings. Already as a young founder and abbot he could articulate the insights that he would 
continue to unfold in later years. Progress for him had to be on a different level. His own 
spiritual development involved, no doubt, a long, slow, re-balancing of affectus and ratio. 
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