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Well, I don't know about you, but as I walked down the Upper Richmond Rd earlier, I 
didn't notice many Ascension gifts in the shop windows, or Ascension Day cards on sale in
the newsagents.  And not many children will have been expected to be visited by Father 
Ascensiontide or the Ascension Bunny.  

Although Ascension Day is one of the major festivals in the Church, right up there with 
Christmas and Easter, it's not greatly noticed by the public at large.

Even just a couple of decades ago, when I worked for the civil service, Ascension Day 
was a public holiday – one of the days we got off work, along with Christmas, Easter and 
the Queen's Birthday.  But this is no longer the case.

However, any children wishing to have a day off school might wish to be aware that 
there was a successful court case back in about 1908 which proved that Ascension Day is 
a day of obligation.  And this is still 'case law', if you want to get out of school, provided 
you are doing so to attend an Ascension Day church service.

I wonder why Ascension Day has passed out of the public imagination?  

I suspect it's because the idea of Jesus literally going up, shooting off into the air like a 
rocket, is one people will struggle to take seriously.  

In the span of a few hundred years we've gone from Galileo  to the Hubble telescope and
learnt so much more about the nature of the universe – although much of it is still very 
mysterious to us. 

If the concept of God in heaven literally 'up there' and us literally 'down here' used to be 
a good way to interpret and make sense of the physical world in the light of the 
Christian faith, it won't work for many people now.

And nor should it.

Unless we are to be a religious equivalent of the Flat Earth Society - 

which, in a wonderful piece of irony, arranged a few years ago to fly their members to a 
Flat Earth conference in, of all places, Australia - 

there have to be other options of interpretation available.

In any case, Ascension is not a single attestable historical event in the New Testament.

It's described in several different ways.

We find in Luke's Gospel that it takes place on the first Easter Day, outside Jerusalem, 
at Bethany.

Whereas the same storyteller, Luke, tells it differently in his sequel, the Book of Acts – 
with Ascension forty days later, in Jerusalem.

And Matthew does something completely different, with his Ascension event occurring 



many miles away in Galilee.

This is not intended to be a watertight police witness statement sort of account.

The significance is in the inner truth of the story.

Lest anyone should think this is a very modernist take on the Ascension story, we find 
this notion present in the writings of the 4th century African Bishop, St Augustine of 
Hippo, who in one of his sermons said that Jesus is risen, so “let our hearts ascend with 
him”.

In other words, Ascension is, like Resurrection, an ongoing event we're invited to take 
part in.

As the Reverend John Robinson wrote of the Ascension over two hundred years ago, the 
story is “intended to denote [Jesus's] spiritual opening of the way to glory”.

We do not and cannot experience Jesus, the man from Nazareth, as his first century 
friends did.

Like it or not, we relate to Jesus differently now.

We do not experience first hand the historical Jesus of Nazareth, who existed in history.

But we experience first hand the Christ of faith as we encounter him in our tradition.

This switch from historical Jesus to the Christ of faith is represented in the snuffing out 
of the Paschal Candle after the Gospel reading tonight.

The specific and particular flame burns no longer.

But the light of Christ burns in our hearts if we are passionate for Jesus's teachings and 
way of life.

This is the truth of Ascension – that Jesus is Lord, that Jesus is over all, that the way of 
Christ has an ultimacy about it that overrides for us all other concerns.

A couple of songs I've been listening to recently offer two contrasting views of Ascension 
Day.

The first is the 1969 song Space Oddity by David Bowie, which he was inspired to write 
after seeing the film 2001: A Space Odyssey.  In turn, Bowie's song inspired Elton John to
write the hit 'Rocket Man'.

In Space Oddity, Bowie sings,

commencing countdown, check ignition ...
Far above the world ...
Past one hundred thousand miles.

This is the sense of Ascension I think it's OK to let go of – Jesus shooting off into space 
like a rocket.



The second song is Get Up, Stand Up, released by Bob Marley in 1973.  

This song gives a sense of Christ in ascendance, not soaring like a missile but Christ as 
ultimate governor, ruler and arbiter, mediator of the human condition.

Marley sings,

most people think
Great God will come from the sky
Take away everything
Make everybody feel high
But if you know what life is worth
You would look for yours on earth
And now you see the light
You stand up for your rights

Like the disciples in the Book of Acts, urged by the angelic visitors not to stand gawping 
at the soles of Jesus's feet as they pass into the clouds, Ascension encourages us to move
into a new relationship with Jesus and get on with the mission of the church, recognising
ourselves as called not ultimately to metaphysical speculation about the nature of 
Ascension, as fascinating as this is, but to proclaim the deeper truth of the Ascension 
that Jesus is Lord.

Marley concludes by calling his listeners to get up, stand up for their rights,
and this is similar to the divine visitors' encouragement to the disciples to get on with 
carrying out the responsibilities Jesus has entrusted to them – they are his body now.

They dwell in the same Spirit in which Jesus dwelt.

Perhaps there is no better week than this week, which is Christian Aid Week, when the 
poorest in the world are rightly uppermost in the mind of the church – also a week in 
which violence in the Holy Land continues to spiral out of control, seemingly placing any
sort of peace process further and further beyond the realms of possibility - in such a 
week, we might helpfully reflect that our priority is to make God's love known in the 
world, a love which is affirmed by the Ascension to be the overriding way of seeing the 
world, recognising the sovereignty of God whose ways are made known for us decisively 
in the life and teaching of Jesus Christ.

To believe in the Ascension is to say 'Jesus is Lord' and live by his teaching.

In the words of our Collect (the special prayer for this day), may our humanity ascend 
also, may we minister the self-giving and revolutionary love of Jesus so that the world 
would be transformed and we can truly say that Christ is over and above all things.  
Amen.


