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We celebrate the Ascension with blasts of trumpets – Jesus ascends into heaven to reign as King of Kings and Lord of Lords.  There is glory and brightness.  Hearts and minds stretch towards this cosmic vision of Christ whom we have known as teacher and healer, friend and encourager, suffering servant and risen Lord – now seated at God’s right hand in glory.

But, of course, when you look at the readings today, you see that it isn’t as simple as that.  They are actually bi-focal - heavenward facing and earthward rooted at the same time.

My faith picture responds instinctively to the reading from Acts.  The disciples are high on glory.  They stand a-gape looking up into heaven because that’s where the cosmic action is.  Two men in white appear quietly, cough politely, tap them on the shoulder and tell them that there is no point gazing up into heaven.  Jesus has gone.  He will return.  They are to get on with life.  They are to immerse themselves in the mundane things – the tedium, confusion and tiresomeness of it all - until they are clothed with power from on high. The trivial round and common task will have to furnish all they ought to ask.  

And that does it for me, I have to tell you.  It’s sleeves rolled up shovelling what people shovel in farming communities.  But that is never meaningless toil.  To complete John Keble’s lines, ‘Room to deny ourselves – a road to bring us daily nearer God’.  In the warp and weft of daily living and engagement with people in the life of the church and outside, power from on high clothes with glory, power and with ultimate significance the things which we do - the tussel of wills - my pride with your determination – our inadequate efforts to find the way forward my as we work it out together.

Jesus tells the disciples that they are to take this bifocal mission to all nations beginning at Jerusalem.  But what are they to preach?  Not just the glory of Christ.  They are to preach repentence and forgiveness of sins – honesty and the chance of a new start – reality and hope.

We’re pressing the last bits of our new Diocesan Policy into shape at present before taking it around the diocese and inviting people to talk about it.   I ask myself how it measures  up to that bifocal Ascension Day vision.  I think I am content enough.  Does it preach repentence and forgiveness.  Yes it does.  It acknowledges our historic failings.  It declares a new future in God’s will.

We have found, to put it brutally, that you cannot organise a church [forgive the slight oxymoron there] by gazing up into heaven.  If you do that, you don’t exercise good stewardship, you don’t celebrate and enhance the talents and resources which God has put into the church in his people, you don’t make the best use of limited resources.  You have to go into the city and work out how to do it, in trivial round and common task, in budget, strategy, aims and objectives, envelopes and paper clips – and wait to be clothed with power from on high.  Churches decline, I believe, either because they gaze at nothing in particular or because they gaze into heaven and believe that the difficult stuff will somehow look after itself.

But of course the corollary also applies.  The interminable meetings, the gazing into filing cabinets cannot also be an end in itself because it is a waiting time – waiting to be clothed with power from on high.  The work is here.  What makes us different – what makes us attractive – is our clothing.  It’s our strengths in worship, prayer, devotion are what carry that repentence and faith mission.  People are not interested in machine-like, polished on the outside, tidy churches.  What they want is integrity, warmth, reality of relationships – and, above all, a sense that this community is in touch with the heart of things, with the roots of existence and the core of faith and with the essence of hope itself.

What we are called – commanded – to offer people is not membership but discipleship – belonging – yes – but belonging that provides a safe space in which they can explore repentence and forgiveness.  It may be personal failure and the shedding of burdens.  But it may also be the need to struggle to let go of our sense of the invincibility of mankind in a world which is unfair, unjust and which is destroying the God-given majesty of creation.  And we too wait for Jesus to return.

