Ascension Day Reflection 2020

‘Going up – doors closing.’   That’s what you are likely to be told by that disembodied voice in the lift. Instead, on this Feast of the Ascension, I want to offer you the thought that this feast is about the message: ‘Going up – doors opening.’   Not what you would want to hear in a lift, but what the church needs to hear if it is to fulfil the commission of Jesus Christ: to take the Good News to the ends of the earth. 

In a few days time we are celebrating the empowering and liberating gifts of the Holy Spirit at Pentecost. Now we are praying for those gifts to come to God’s church in a time when we are locked away from those places, those church buildings, where we have been accustomed to gather. What shape will our prayers take as we pray that as Jesus goes up, so doors may indeed open?

Firstly, let us remind ourselves that the great gift of the Ascension of Christ is that this Jesus of Nazareth becomes our victorious Christ whose presence is now made real, by the Spirit, to the ends of the earth.  From particular to universal, the gift of the Spirit is to make the risen Christ available to every individual, every community, from the poorest and most hidden to the richest and most visible. There are many massive drawbacks to the isolation we are forced to make, not least for you who cannot receive the sacrament, but one gift of publishing our worship on the world wide web is that we can be joined by friends far and near, from Australia to Highfield Road. Regularly we find that over 300 people a Sunday have, in some degree, viewed our service on the web.  The particular is becoming the universal.  So, my first prayer is to thank God for the opportunity to reach more people, (and I promise that we will continue to do this once we are fully worshipping together again for the sake of those who cannot get to church). But my supplementary prayer is to pray for the swiftest possible return to a time when we can gather again at the altar and receive the sacrament together. The universal must become again particular in us: we need to receive fully in order to be sent effectively. 

Secondly, we can thank God for the opening of hearts to one another and pray that it continues after the crisis has ended.  Extraordinary, sacrificial and gracious work of those on the front line has been a focus of unity: it has brought people together in thanksgiving. And, in our local neighbourhood, through such work as the distribution of food from the local Foodbanks, increasing need has been met with increasing generosity.  As the recent foodbank newsletter says:  ‘During three sessions in April the Foodbank helped 183 adults and 172 children. In the first four months of this year we gave out 6.69 tons of food to 561 adults and 400 children.’

As we face such enormous challenges and respond with generosity, and as we rediscover, in some ways, the joys of home, of not rushing from one thing to another, there are those who will be using this time, sadly, to stake out advantages which they can exploit later on.  So my final prayer is for true justice and for the complete renewing of our sense of responsibility to one another as human beings, so that, for example, those who care for us may not be forced to work all hours, to be on the minimum wage.  May the fire of the Spirit bring a radical, new and refreshing empowerment of all that affirms human flourishing and the reign of God.   
Amen.
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