SERMON 21 May 20 (ASCENSION DAY)
The Ascension marks a turning point in the lives of the disciples. They have been
through a hugely tumultuous period as their relationship with Jesus develops. They’ve
seen their leader receive the acclamation of the crowds on Palm Sunday, his
crucifixion and burial on Good Friday and his glorious resurrection on Easter Day.
He’s been appearing to them and has told them that they will receive power from on
high – whatever that may mean. What is for sure is that they value his presence more
than we can possibly imagine. But today we mark the turning point in that relationship
as Jesus is taken back up into heaven leaving them to be baptised by the Holy Spirit
and ‘clothed with power from on high’. That empty feeling they experienced on Good
Friday is back but in a very different way.
Relationships make the world go around, although for some relationships can be more
tumultuous than others. Nevertheless there’s something very necessary about
meeting people and making new friends. As human beings we thrive on relationships
but they aren’t always the easiest things to nurture and maintain because they work
best when the driving force is love.
The problem is that it’s far too easy for us to be critical, rather than loving, and to look
down on the people around us. It would be surprising if anyone here today could
honestly claim that they’ve never been guilty of that although that’s not to deny that
there are people who can be remarkably non-judgemental. But for the majority of us
judging situations is part of everyday life and an important social survival mechanism.
In that vein, I’m reminded of the story of two old gaffers talking to one another. The
first said, “Of course you know, Tom is daft as a brush.” The second agreed adding
that Dick wasn’t really much better and as for Harry – well! This conversation went on
and included more and more unfortunate people. Eventually the first said to the
second, “They’re all mad but me and thee and I’m not so sure about thee!” Most of us
can be judgmental when we should be loving. And that sadly is one of the things that
can very rapidly destroy any relationship. It’s difficult to accept people warts and all
but we must never give up trying. Jesus accepts and loves his disciples for who they
are
Of course, if we need an example of a perfect relationship we need look no further
than Jesus’ relationship with God in heaven. It’s perfect, not judgmental but a
relationship founded on perfect love, respect and trust, a relationship older than time
itself, developed to perfection. And the Father and the Son, exist in perfect harmony.
It’s a selfless relationship; Jesus does his utmost to glorify God the Father and the
Father does his utmost to glorify the Son. In his earthly life Jesus worked, fired by his
love, to glorify God in heaven; he worked without regard for self. That’s something we
find very difficult and demanding. That needs feeding and Jesus was fed for that work
by love, the perfect love at the heart of the supreme relationship between God the
Father and God the Son.
Jesus incarnate here on earth endured the pain of physically separation from the
Father and that as we all know can be very painful. The COVID crisis has given us all
a taste of it. Even though we have the benefit of so much technology and can
communicate using FaceTime, WhatsApp or Zoom (other apps are available) as well

as the telephone it’s not the same and being able to give a loved one a hug or kiss.
The ‘being apart’ is extremely difficult and communication becomes so important. But
we do feel renewed and invigorated by a video call, a phone call or a good letter. In
Jesus’ life we see him relieving the stress of the earthly life and relationships by
retreating from the crowd to talk to his Father in prayer. This heavenly communication
gives Jesus all the power and energy he needs to carry out God’s will and to glorify
God’s name. It’s not a minor battery top up but prayer always seems to fill Jesus full
to overflowing with the power, the determination, the ability and the love he needs to
overcome the difficulties of the physical life in general and the job he was sent to do
in particular. It’s there for us too if only we are prepared to accept it.
And that’s a great lesson to learn. Prayer isn’t simply a second rate form of
communication like a Zoom, FaceTime or telephone call. Thankfully it’s true, these
can make us feel better and uplifted as we speak with our families and friends in
difficult times but Jesus shows us so clearly that prayer is all that’s necessary to
sustain the deepest of relationships with God. It provides the power to move forward
and to glorify our God despite any personal discomforts. Jesus did that by his death
on the cross and glorified God. But it didn’t end there because God glorified Jesus by
his resurrection and ascension into heaven.
However, this isn’t just a story of mutual admiration between the Father and the Son.
Christ came to earth for a purpose and that purpose was the salvation of humanity.
That perfect love of Father for Son is extended to us. God loves us with a perfect love
and part of Jesus’ mission on earth was to show that and to teach us how to love one
another and to love God. Jesus’ work meant personal sacrifice but he gave us the
wonderful message of the love of God and his example of how we should behave in
our relationships.
Worship and prayer are, of course, a vital part of all that but the example of Jesus and
the disciples shows us that that’s only part of it. Jesus didn’t keep God’s love to himself
as some sort of prized gift that shouldn’t be shared, or perhaps shared only with the
‘right kind’ of people. His disciples weren’t all the ‘right sort’ and included hated tax
collectors. He ministered to all humanity irrespective of social class or creed or
nationality. And, of course, after waiting from power from on high, the anointing of the
Holy Spirit, the disciples took up Jesus’ mission. They were given the command to go
and make disciples of all nations and, through the power of the Spirit, their love of God
and prayer, they did that without thought of the consequences.
God gives us that same job to do here in Warsash today. You too are empowered by
that same Spirit and God’s perfect love for us. You too can have a personal
relationship with the God of perfect love through prayer just as Jesus did with the
Father. Make that your new normal. And remember, whatever He asks you to do
through the ups and downs, the joys and sorrows, He will be there with you every step
of the journey filling you with that same ‘power from on high’ and with his perfect love
to full and overflowing. AMEN

