
Title slide.  The Forgotten Festival 

One year ago (Ascension Day 2017) I stepped out of the Methodist Church where I had been 
at the prayer service as part the Thy Kingdom Come initiative. Two young men were passing 
by and one said, “Have you just been in that church?” ‘Er, Yes!’ “What was going on in there 
then?” ‘Well ….we’ve been praying for more people to discover Jesus for themselves and 
become Christians.’ By this time his friend was edging away! “Why today?” ‘Erm, it’s 
Ascension Day and … “I know about Christmas and Easter - but what’s that one about?”. 
There followed my not-too-brilliant attempt at an explanation of what the ascension means! 
… and we continued walking. I don’t think the young man would be alone in not knowing 
much about the Ascension. It seems to be the forgotten festival – at least in the UK. Even in 
the church, perhaps because we mark it on a Thursday, it’s easy to let it pass us by. (Though 
I worry about what the chocolate-makers would come up with if it was popularised!) 

In many countries, it’s a public holiday. In Sweden, the tradition is to go to the woods very 
early in the morning to hear the dawn chorus. There’s something similar in the Netherlands 
– stepping on the early dew! In Germany, Father’s Day is celebrated on the same day as 
Ascension - though usually by men having a day out with their mates and drinking more 
beer than is good for them! Last week Paul and I went to the National Gallery (Pic 1) – and I 
was surprised to find that one of the famous Canaletto paintings of 18thC Venice is entitled, 
‘Ascension Day’. I checked it out when we got home and found (Pic 2, 2017) that the 
tradition of taking to the water for ceremonial events on Ascension Day is still current. And 
that looks like fun! Now I’m not suggesting that all these traditions have great spiritual 
meaning for those who take part– but at least the festival is in the public consciousness. The 
only English traditions I could find were Ascension Day well-dressings in places like 
Tissington in Derbyshire - and the belief that if it’s sunny on Ascension Day, it’s going to be a 
warm summer – so here’s hoping! 

So what is this story all about and how does it fit with the parts of the Gospel story we’re 
more familiar with: Jesus’s birth, death and resurrection – and the coming of the Spirit. And 
what does it mean for us today? 

Imagine how the disciples are feeling. They have experienced the trauma of Jesus’s horrific 
death. They’ve lost their mission in life: they had followed Jesus for 3 years and suddenly 
he’s gone. Then comes the shock and the joy of his resurrection. After that he starts to turn 
up – as they walk along the road, in their meeting room, on the beach for breakfast. This 
goes on for 40 days. Jesus teaches them as he had before – specifically about God’s 
kingdom. He’s not predictable, he comes and goes, but they can live with that arrangement 
– it’s almost starting to feel like old times!  

They’d possibly forgotten the message that Mary Magdalene brought from the Risen Lord 
on Easter morning, when he’d said,  “Go to my brothers and say to them, ‘I am ascending to 
my Father and your Father, to my God and your God.’”. 

In fact, on the day they walk together near Bethany on the Mount of Olives it seems a good 
idea to ask if he plans to stay around and restore God’s kingdom to Israel, which some of 
them had been hoping for. The answer was not what they expected. ‘That’s in God’s hands 



– he decides on the times and dates.  But you’re going to receive the power to tell everyone 
about me. When my Spirit comes to live within you, you will witness to what you’ve seen – 
first here in Jerusalem, then throughout the country - and in Samaria; but don’t stop there – 
I need you to take the message to the ends of the earth. And that was it! Because, as Jesus 
finished speaking, the strangest thing happened. The writer Murray Watts describes it like 
this: ‘A bright cloud wrapped itself around him, hiding him from their sight. His friends 
stepped back fearfully, and when the dazzling light faded into nothing they looked up, 
gazing all around the hills. They could see no-one at all, only the brightness of the sunshine’.  

Peter, James and John might have been reminded of the time when they saw Jesus 
transfigured on Mt Hermon – except that this time Jesus isn’t there when the cloud lifts. 
Perhaps wondering if he would reappear, they kept looking upwards - until unknown voices 
interrupted their thoughts. ‘Men of Galilee, why are you staring into the sky’, said the two 
men in shining white, ‘Jesus has been taken from you into heaven. One day he’ll reappear in 
the same way’. And, having delivered their message, the angels were gone as quickly as 
they’d come – and the disciples returned to Jerusalem.  

Now here we might be surprised at the reaction of the disciples. If we don’t look carefully at 
the text, we can have a mental image of a group of people shut away and anxious until 
Pentecost, when the Spirit comes. But Luke tells us (in the short passage we read first) Ch. 
24 v.52, 53, that “They worshipped him and returned to Jerusalem with great joy. And they 
stayed continually at the temple, praising God.” Somehow the ascension had clarified 
everything. Before this they’d been anxious when Jesus had talked about his departure. 
John tells us (14 v28) that he’d said, “If you loved me you would be glad that am going to 
the Father …... I have told you now before it happens, so that when it does happen you will 
believe”. And they do! Everything falls into place. The disciples are convinced of who Jesus 
is. They accept that his work on earth is over, that theirs is beginning - and they’re ready to 
receive his Spirit. 

So the ascension is a pivotal moment, the completion of the work Jesus came to do on 
earth. Luke ends his story of Jesus’s life with it - and he begins the story of the church (Book 
of Acts) with it. And it’s a very significant moment in transforming the disciples into people 
who are the hands and feet of Jesus; it’s when they were commissioned to spread the good 
news. 

Without the ascension the story doesn’t make sense. Jesus had explained exactly this to the 
disciples, (John Chap 16) “Unless I go away, the Advocate (another name for the Spirit) will 
not come to you; but if I go away, I will send him to you”.  From a practical point of view, it 
was necessary for him to leave. Unless Jesus went, God couldn’t send his Spirit to be with 
them - and with us - always. Imagine if Jesus had stayed! As a human being, he’d have died 
anyhow. Even if he’d stayed with his resurrection body, able to appear and disappear, how 
would he have been able to help us? If he was helping someone in China, would we have to 
wait until he got back? How many places would he have to stop off at on the way to visit 
other people? I’m being fanciful here, but I’m sure you get the point. Pentecost only makes 
sense in the light of the Ascension – and yet we can let it pass us by. 



Why did Jesus leave in full view of the disciples, instead of just not turning up again?  Well, I 
think there were some practical reasons: 
He didn’t want them to spend time searching for him; he wanted them to know that he had 
definitely gone (thus the angels to confirm it). And he didn’t want them to be taken in by 
anyone claiming to be him. 

Of course Jesus also hoped that seeing him go would remind his followers of theological 
reasons for his ascension, the things that he’d tried to teach them: 

Because, firstly, the ascension shows Jesus exalted and enthroned as king.  (Pic 3) Last 
week several of us went to Coventry Cathedral to a special service marking 50 years of 
tearfund. The front of the cathedral is dominated by Graham Sutherland’s dramatic 
tapestry, ‘Christ in Glory’. The great hymn in the letter to the Philippians says, “Therefore 
God exalted him (Jesus) to the highest place and gave him the name that is above every 
name, that at the name of Jesus every knee should bow, in heaven and on earth and under 
the earth, and every tongue acknowledge that Jesus Christ is Lord, to the glory of God the 
Father”. That’s why the disciples worshipped Jesus before they returned to Jerusalem: they 
recognised that he was now exalted as King.  

Secondly, he wanted to remind them that he still had work to do. When we read that Jesus 
‘sat down at God’s right hand’ it sounds a bit like retirement! Those of us who are retired 
know that there isn’t any less work – it’s just different! Jesus has gone back to heaven to 
intercede for us – to plead on our behalf - and to serve the world through us, his church.  
We read in Hebrews 4 v14:  that “we have a great high priest who has ascended into 
heaven, Jesus the Son of God”. Jesus has a priestly function in heaven: Heb.7 v25: “He is 
able to save completely those who come to God through him, because he always lives to 
intercede for them”. There’s a sense here of Jesus completing our salvation, perhaps 
making sure that we finish the course, by continually praying for us. It’s hard to understand, 
but an amazing thought that Jesus is supporting us, cheering us on to fulfil his mission on 
earth. 

Thirdly, in going back to his father, Jesus was assuring them (and us) that that there is a 
place for all his followers in that kingdom. As he said to his friends, ‘I’m going before you so 
that I can prepare a place for you’. (John Ch.14). The ascension is our assurance that we will 
be with him and that we will see our loved ones in Christ again. As James Jones (then Bishop 
of Liverpool) said at the Hillsborough enquiry: “many of the relatives of those who lost their 
lives had kept the vision alive, despite their pain, that ‘Jesus goes ahead of us from the 
world of the dying to the world of the truly alive – and opens the door to us’.  

Pic 4. (Look up) So the disciples have a glimpse of heaven – first in the transfiguration, and 
now in the ascension, and they are still looking up, perhaps longing to join Jesus there. And 
then come the angels, the shining men, and they say, in effect, ‘Stop looking up into the sky 
(drama); Jesus has gone – but he will definitely come back’. Pic 5. (Look down: walking 
down from the Mount of Olives) ‘Now’, they imply, ‘look down. Get back to Jerusalem. 
Don’t just stand there, but get on with what Jesus has told you to do’. 



And what a challenge! ‘Go into all the world’, said Jesus, ‘and be my witnesses’. And it’s 
amazing how far the message spread even during the lifetime of the first disciples. Jesus 
told them - and, as his later followers, tells us – to spread the news in Jerusalem (where we 
live), Judea, (the wider country), Samaria (where they’ve got a different belief and culture) 
and then everywhere! And maybe he’s calling someone here to take his good news further 
afield. 

Wherever we’re placed, he calls us to play our part in answering the prayer we’ve already 
prayed today, ‘Your kingdom come on earth, as it is in heaven’.  

And that’s what we’re doing here in Lichfield, in the church, in our families, amongst our 
neighbours and work colleagues. It’s what we’re doing in helping refugees, sending money 
to overseas missions, speaking out against injustice. It’s what we’re doing in the foodbanks, 
in Late Night Listeners, mentoring in schools, providing meals – and much more - caring in 
the name of Jesus, being his witnesses. It’s what our mission partners are doing in Romania, 
in Kosovo - and in North Korea, where they dare not mention Jesus (might that change?) - 
but can do dentistry and teach students in a way that shows God’s love.  

I dare to suggest that as a church we’re very good at the social action which is a really 
important part of bringing God’s kingdom here on earth. It’s an aspect that was missing 
when I was young, when we were almost entirely focused on direct evangelism – and I’m so 
glad that we’ve recognised its importance. But I wonder if we’ve lost our confidence in 
sharing the good news of Jesus in a way that leads to saving faith? And that’s why I think the 
Thy Kingdom Come initiative is so important, where we’re urged to pray specifically for 5 
particular people to come to Christ, initially between Ascension Day and Pentecost (though 
of course we can’t stop there). So, I would encourage you to commit to that (Google Thy 
Kingdom Come), perhaps to attend the service next Sunday evening at the Methodist – and 
look for opportunities to tell people about Jesus. 

If sharing the good news is our God-given task, then our church structures need to reflect 
that. Do we ‘do church’ in a way that helps people to come into the kingdom? Are there 
changes we might need to make? Do we make sure that we spend at least as much time 
with our neighbours and non-Christian friends as with our church friends? Do we pray 
regularly for our children, our grandchildren, the children and young people in our church, 
our friends and neighbours, to come to faith? (These are definitely questions to myself, 
too!)  

A visitor to a recent event here at Wade St asked me about our outreach strategies. He was 
impressed with the number of them. He then went on to ask how effective they were in 
bringing people to faith in Jesus. ”For example”, he said, “in my church we’ve had a toddler 
group for 20 years but only one person has become a Christian”. I did venture that there are 
reasons for having a toddler group other than evangelism, but I saw his point. To what 
extent do we put our energies into the opportunities to share the good news as well as 
giving people a good time and providing for their needs? Don’t get me wrong, there are 
brilliant aspects of our outreach, with Schools’ Weeks, Alpha, Glad you Asked, Messy 



Church, flower workshop, youth work, Baseball Camp and so on – and I know that many of 
you are great at sharing your faith. But might we need to re-focus or refresh our vision?  

The Christian leader and writer John Stott said in his commentary on Acts: “We need 
especially to remember that between the ascension and the Parousia (the 2nd Coming), the 
disappearance and the appearance of Jesus, there stretches a period of unknown length 
which is to be filled with the church’s worldwide, Spirit-empowered witness to him. We need 
to hear the implied message of the angels: You have seen him go. You will see him come. But 
between that coming and going …. the Spirit must come, and you must go into the world for 
Christ.” 

One day there will only be one kingdom – where God reigns, where Jesus is king – but in the 
meantime we have a job to do here – a job given by Jesus at the time of his ascension. As 
Revd Andrew Scott, of Ashtead Baptist, writes, “We must not be a people looking up with 
our heads in the clouds waiting for the return of Jesus, but a people getting on with the 
mission of Jesus to spread the good news of the gospel to the whole world”. 

So, let’s look both ways! (Pic 4 again, Look up) Let’s look up and see Jesus exalted on high – 
and worship him - (Pic 5 again, Look down) and then let’s look down and around us and 
work with his Spirit to bring about justice and peace and to bring many more people into 
his kingdom here on earth.  One day he’s coming again. When he comes, he’ll expect to find 
us being his witnesses.  

The young man who questioned me outside the Methodist church asked, as we walked, “Do 
you go to that church?” ‘No, I go to the one in Wade St – but you would be welcome at any 
of the churches.’ (As I said it, I wondered how he would feel if he came.) “Oh, I’m 
irredeemable”, he said. ‘No, you’re not – no-one is’, I replied. ‘Anyhow, I’ll pray for you.’ My 
prayer was that another encounter would take him further along the way to meeting Jesus – 
and that the tiny spark of interest would be fanned into flame by the Spirit.  

Liz has shared her story today (and that’s been encouraging). The website for the Thy 
Kingdom Come initiative has a number of stories about people who’ve come to faith by 
meeting Christians who’ve explained the good news to them; at least as importantly, people 
have persisted in prayer for them. It’s worth checking out! But here’s just one – the 
Archbishop of Canterbury! (Video) 
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The Forgotten Festival: Housegroup Notes. Read Luke 24 vs 45-53; Acts 1 vs 1-12 

Ascension seems to be the forgotten festival – at least in the UK. Even in the church, it’s 
easy to let it pass us by. In many countries, it’s a public holiday. How does it fit with the rest 
of the Gospel story – and the coming of the Spirit? And what does it mean for us today? 

The disciples have experienced the trauma of Jesus’s horrific death. They’ve lost their 
mission in life: they had followed Jesus for 3 years and suddenly he’s gone. Then comes the 
shock and the joy of his resurrection. After that he starts to turn up – it’s almost like old 
times! On the day they walk together on the Mount of Olives the disciples ask if he plans to 
stay around and restore God’s kingdom to Israel. The answer was “That’s in God’s hands – 
but you’re going to receive the power to tell everyone about me when my Spirit comes”. 
Then a cloud hid him from their sight and he was taken from them. Two men in white asked 
why they were looking up and told them that Jesus had been taken into heaven and would 
come back in the same way. 

We might have a mental image of a group of people shut away and anxious until Pentecost, 
but Luke tells us that “They worshipped him and returned to Jerusalem with great joy .. and 
stayed continually at the temple, praising God.” Somehow the ascension has clarified 
everything. The disciples are convinced of who he is and they know they have a job to do. 
The ascension is a pivotal moment (end of Luke, beginning of Acts), the completion of 
Jesus’s work on earth and the beginning of a new phase. Without it, the story doesn’t make 
sense. 

Jesus left in full view of the disciples: he wanted them to know that he had definitely gone 
and he didn’t want them to be taken in by anyone claiming to be him. The ascension: shows 
Jesus exalted and enthroned as king; enables his Spirit to be sent so that he can serve the 
world through us; enables him to intercede on our behalf and to complete our salvation; 
enables him to ‘prepare a place for us’ 

Jesus challenges the disciples to ‘Go into all the world’ (Jerusalem, Judea, Samaria, the ends 
of the earth) and be his witnesses’. It’s amazing how far the message spread in their 
lifetime. That commission is for us too. 

As a church we’re very good at the social action which is a really important part of bringing 
God’s kingdom here on earth. Have we lost our confidence in sharing the good news of 
Jesus in a way that leads to saving faith? I think the ‘Thy Kingdom Come’ initiative is 
important. If sharing the good news is our focus, then our church structures need to reflect 
that. To what extent do we put our energies into the opportunities to share the good news 
as well as giving people a good time and providing for their needs?  

So, let’s look both ways! Let’s look up and see Jesus exalted on high – and worship him - and 
then let’s look down and around us and work with his Spirit to bring about justice and peace 
and to bring many more people into his kingdom here on earth.  One day he’s coming again. 
When he comes, he’ll expect to find us being his witnesses.  

PTO for Questions 



1 Do you think of the Ascension as an important day in the church’s year? Why/Why 
not? Should we give it more attention? 

2 Is the reaction of the disciples after the Ascension surprising? 

3 What do you think it means that Jesus is ‘able to save completely those who come 
to God through him’? (Hebrews 7 v25) 

4 Do you think that ‘Jerusalem, Judea, Samaria, ends of the earth’ have significant 
parallels for us today? 

5 Do you think that we have lost our confidence in sharing the good news of Jesus? (If 
you’ve been a Christian for a long time, do you notice any changes?) Does a multi-
faith society make a difference in our freedom to share the message of Jesus? 

6* How effective are our outreach strategies in bringing people into the kingdom? Are 
there changes we might need to make in our church structures to enable them to be 
more effective? 

7 A ‘take home’ question: Are there people that I will commit to praying for regularly 
to come to faith? 

 

*It would be good if each group tackled Q6 in the light of our church review. 

 

You may want to show a ‘Thy Kingdom Come’ video at your housegroup. 
www.thykingdomcome.global/videos  Brian Heasley’s story is particularly effective, I think. 

        

          HR, 12.05.2018 


