
SERMON FOR ASCENSION SUNDAY    |    24.05.2020  
Acts 1 : 1-11; Ephesians 1: 15-end;  St Luke 24: 44-end 

  

Apparently the closure of our theatres and cinemas because of the 

Covid Pandemic has resulted in a huge increase in on-line book sales. 

With time on our hands, it seems that we are desperate for good 

stories. And the ability of any good story teller depends on two things: 

their skill at making the tale interesting and alive; and their knack for 

making us feel that the story is, in some way connected to us. Watching 

the rather depressing news on TV about Hong Kong over the last couple 

of days was made far more real because many of Chris Sabine’s family 

live there.  We really do need good stories.  

  

The trouble with the story of the Ascension, familiar though it is, is that 

it seems like ‘someone else’s story’ with no link to me at all. After these 

40 days of Jesus appearing to the disciples, tying up loose ends of his 

teaching and telling them to wait for a new power that was to come into 

their lives at Pentecost, this tale of his Ascension seems a bit lame and 

a bit ordinary. Standing on a hill in a village they knew very well, Jesus 

finally disappears into the clouds, blessing them as he goes... In the list 

of top ten gripping stories about Jesus, this one hardly registers. He was 

going to leave sometime and the way St Luke writes this story up - well, 

it’s all a bit lack-lustre if I am going to be perfectly honest. And what has 

it got to do with me anyway?   

  

Well, perhaps I am being a bit unfair I know well enough that I can’t be 

that  insular!  We receive all kinds of appeals which speak to our better 

natures and ask us to help those who need our help even though their 

situation is nothing to do with us. We sing ‘when I needed a neighbour, 

were you there…’ and we know that we have a responsibility to help 

where we can. But can we get a real connection with the physical end 

of Jesus’ time on earth?  

  

The reason why we have dug deeply into Rowan William’s book 

‘Luminaries’ over the last couple of months is because we need to learn 

from people who can make the connections that would otherwise pass 

us by. Last week we recalled the extraordinary life of Florence 

Nightingale and her work in the training of nurses: that couldn’t have a 

had greater connection with us right now, given the pressure they are 

under at the moment.  

 

 

 



But alongside a few of you, it has been the thinking of one of our great 

Archbishops of Canterbury, Michael Ramsey, that has given me a better 

handle on the Feast of the Ascension.  

  

And I guess it helps that I had actually met him - twice. Way back in the 

1960s when I was a choirboy, we were invited to sing Evensong at 

Lambeth Palace (historically the London home of Archbishops) for the 

visits of some notable ecumenical Church leaders.  

 

I remember one occasion when the great bearded Romanian Orthodox 

Patriarch came to Lambeth. His voice was incredibly loud and booming 

and he made us all laugh. And in the middle of all these important 

people in all their finery, Michael Ramsey came up to us and asked us if 

we were enjoying ourselves. And the second time I met him was when 

I was an ordinand in Durham where he had retired. I was leading a 

College evensong, with plainsong and an anthem, and to our surprise. 

he and his wife Joan slid into a back pew. Again he said reassuring words 

as he left, one of his endearing trademarks.  

  

So, with those connections in kind, I dipped into a couple of books this 

week: first his biography, and then one of his most famous little books, 

Be still and know.  From his biography came the story of someone with 

a fantastically clever and original mind - who never quite fitted in; 

someone who was known to be funny but also very shy; someone with 

great leadership gifts - but also someone easily hurt.  

  

And it was this last element, his being hurt, that opened the door to the 

development of his understanding of the life and ministry of Jesus and 

in particular to events like the Ascension.  And what he wanted most of 

all to share - with working Durham miners as well as with the most 

learned in the universities he taught at   - was that Jesus’ story is also 

our story. It isn’t remote, distant and abstract. God lived as a human 

being - and went through all the ups and downs that fill our lives and 

indeed the stories that fill the pages of Michael Ramsey’s biography. And 

his faith hinged on those familiar lines from 2 Timothy 3: Here is a 

trustworthy saying. If we died with Christ, we will also live with him; if we 

endure, we will also reign with him.  

  

 

 

 

 



So before wading into the importance of the Ascension, Ramsey sticks 

with what he knows: the pains that follow us through life - physical, 

mental and spiritual. In his early days he talks about the sadness of not 

being able to persuade his even more intelligent mathematician older 

brother Frank that there was a God; in his very early 20s his mother 

was killed in a car accident when his father was driving. But instead of 

turning those experiences into reasons for doubt he writes:  Sometimes 

a person suffers greatly and the suffering continues and does not disappear; 

but it is through nearness to Christ that there is a seen a courage, an 

outgoing love and sympathy, a power of  prayer, a Christ-likeness of a 

wonderful kind. As St Paul wrote, Who shall separate us from the love of 

Christ? Shall tribulation, or distress or persecution or famine, or nakedness, 

or peril or the sword? No, in all things we are more than conquerors - through 

him who loved us’. (Romans 8: 35).   

  

What Michael Ramsey is doing is to set us up for the next bit of the 

journey. He is saying: what your difficulties are doing for you will give 

you an even closer connection with Jesus who went through everything 

that we go through - and much more besides. Ramsey is not saying that 

coping with stress and the great   disappointments of life is easy (or 

easier) because of our connection with Jesus. But he is telling us that it 

is this link that makes the next bit possible. Which is?  

  

2 Timothy again: if we endure, we will also reign with him. That is to say, 

when the apostles stood on that familiar hill in Bethany and watched 

Jesus rising into the heavens - to receive the crown of glory that God 

had planned for him - then this was not just HIS story, it was THEIRS 

too.  What he received we - who hold on and keep the faith - will also 

receive: the same crown of glory will be ours too.          

  

Rowan Williams, in picking out one key thought for us to ponder on, 

gives as his subtitle for Michael Ramsey’s life: True Humanism. Forget 

the usual connotations of Humanism which has been hijacked by those 

who do not believe in God. Instead stick with the idea that Humanism 

is the art of being fully what God always wanted us to be: alive to the 

possibilities that God has in mind for us; fulfilled and faithful.    
  
 

 

 

 

 

 



And then see how it is the way we cope with our own personal Cross - 

the pains and difficulties of our lives - that will determine whether we 

have followed the call to True Humanism. Williams is clear: God’s 

wisdom is only revealed through the Cross. People will not understand 

what we do and will reject us and our ideas - often on the basis that the 

cost is too high. Who in their right minds would opt to die (really or 

metaphorically) for others? But, says Ramsey, that is precisely where 

our freedom comes from: when we are prepared to die with Christ. 

Putting ourselves at the disposal of others (whether they recognise it or 

not) is the way of the Cross, and the way of sharing in the divine glory: 

humanity and God working together.  

  

And that is what drove Michael Ramsey to champion causes which led 

him to be pilloried in the press and by many in the Church: trying to 

find a settlement in Rhodesia (Zimbabwe), in his close relationship with 

Pope Paul Vl, in his political support for the miners and in his attempt 

to forge closer links with the Methodists. Always he did his utmost to 

engage in this renewed humanity - engaging and listening - believing that 

the only way to bring God’s love to bear was by not worrying about his 

own security or success. As in the Beatitudes, he knew we are truly 

blessed by being where God would have us be, free with the freedom 

that only God can give.  

  

But what has that got to do with the Ascension you ask?  Here is a 

trustworthy saying. If we died with Christ, we will also live with him; if we 

endure, we will also reign with him. It is the thread running through all of 

St John’s writings too: if we are faithful, we will be wherever God is; he 

is in us and we in him.  If we are willing to endure (in whatever 

circumstances we find ourselves) then we will also share in his glory.  

  

To be truly human is not to be ‘all things to all people’, or to have 

achieved great things which others think wonderful - or even to do that 

which makes us happiest. As Michael Ramsey showed, the story of Jesus 

was about a journey where the crown of glory could only be achieved by 

those willing to embrace the Cross first.  

 


