
SERVICE FOR 24
th

 MAY 2020: ASCENSION  

 

PSALM 47 vv.5 – 9 
 

5.    God has ascended amid shouts of joy,  

the Lord amid the sounding of trumpets. 

6a+c  Sing praises to God, sing praises to our King. 

7a For God is the King of all the earth; 

8 God reigns over the nations; God is seated on His holy throne. 

9c He is greatly exalted. 

 

ASCENSION DAY  
 

   Thursday was Ascension Day. How much have you thought about the Ascension over the years?  Maybe, 

compared with other aspects of the Christian faith, it has taken rather a back seat, but that doesn’t mean we 

should neglect it, for whatever we do or do not know about the Ascension, something extraordinary did 

happen when Jesus left His disciples and ascended to His Father, an event which we recall whenever we recite 

the creed as part of the communion service and profess, that ‘He ascended into heaven and is seated at the 

right hand of the Father.’ 

 

HYMN 

     Hail the day that sees Him rise, Alleluia! 

 Ravished from our wistful eyes! Alleluia!    

 Christ, awhile to mortals given, Alleluia! 

 Re-ascends His native heaven. Alleluia! 

 

 There the glorious triumph waits: Alleluia! 

 Lift your heads, eternal gates; Alleluia! 

 Wide unfold the radiant scene; Alleluia! 

 Take the King of glory in! Alleluia! 

 

 Him though highest heaven receives, Alleluia! 

 Still He loves the earth he leaves; Alleluia! 

 Though returning to His throne, Alleluia! 

 Still He calls the world His own. Alleluia! 

 

 See! He lifts His hands above; Alleluia! 

 See! He shows the prints of love; Alleluia! 

 Hark! His gracious lips bestow Alleluia! 

 Blessings on His Church below. Alleluia! 

 

 Master, parted from our sight, Alleluia! 

 High above the azure height, Alleluia! 

 Grant our hearts to You may rise, Alleluia! 

 Following You beyond the skies: Alleluia! 

 

 Cast ourselves before Your throne, Alleluia! 

 Here our heaven of heavens to own, Alleluia! 

There we shall with You remain, Alleluia! 

Partners of Thy endless reign: Alleluia!      Charles Wesley (1707-88) 

 

 

 

 



PRAYERS 
 

   Living God, we praise You for Your greatness, glory, eternal purpose and power, revealed so wonderfully in 

the risen and ascended Jesus; for the love that surrounds us each day, the care, support and understanding 

we enjoy through family and friends, the fellowship of the church and Your Spirit dwelling within us.   

  

   Thank You for the wonder of the Ascension, full of mystery and meaning, for the way it brought Jesus’ 

earthly ministry to a fitting conclusion and showed His one-ness with You. Forgive us for so often failing to 

grasp that wonder and losing our sense of awe before You; for the smallness of our vision, weakness of our 

love and feebleness of our witness.  Forgive us for not living our lives to the full, failing to appreciate potential 

and losing sight of the abundant, eternal life You offer.  

 

   Lord, open our hearts to the extent of Your love, Your mercy and all that You have done. Help us, despite 

any questions we may still have, to hold on to the truth that the wonder of Christ goes far beyond anything 

we can ever think or imagine. May we live each day in faith, truly confessing Jesus Christ as King of Kings and 

Lord of Lords. In His name we pray.  Amen. 

 

THE LORD’S PRAYER   

 

WHAT A DIFFERENCE A YEAR MAKES   
 

   Last year Ascension Day fell during celebrations for the 50
th

 Anniversary of town twinning between 

Knaresborough and Bebra in Germany, where Ascension Day has a much higher profile than in the UK and is a 

Bank Holiday. The Bebra area hold an outdoor ecumenical service in a field a few miles from the town, to 

which many traditionally walk or cycle. I was greatly privileged to take part in leading the worship alongside 

four of the local clergy of different denominations. 

 

   Today, far from being able to worship with Christians in another country, Covid-19 prevents us gathering at 

all. Instead of renewing old friendships and forging new ones on an international stage, the new concepts of 

self-isolation and social distancing have taken over our lives. No-one knows what course the pandemic will 

take and what will happen when, either in our personal lives, nationally or globally. Many people are confused 

and worried. 

 

   At the time, the Ascension may have seemed mysterious and confusing to the disciples, who within a few 

short months had experienced much that was new and momentous, not least the crucifixion and resurrection 

of their friend and leader, Jesus, and now ….. 

 

NEW TESTAMENT READING: ACTS 1 vv. 6 - 11 

    When they met together, they asked Him, ‘Lord, are You at this time going to restore the kingdom to 

Israel?’ 

 

   He said to them: ‘It is not for you to know the times or dates the Father has set by  

His own authority.  But you will receive power when the Holy Spirit comes on you;  

and you will be my witnesses in Jerusalem, and in all Judea and Samaria, and to the ends of the earth.’ 

   After He said this, He was taken up before their very eyes, and a cloud hid him from their sight. 

 

   They were looking intently up into the sky as He was going, when suddenly two men dressed in white stood 

beside them. ‘Men of Galilee,’ they said, ‘why do you stand here looking into the sky? This same Jesus, who 

has been taken from you into heaven, will come back in the same way you have seen Him go into heaven.’ 

 

 

 

 

 



HYMN: 

Jesus is King and I will extol Him, 

 Give Him the glory and honour His name. 

 He reigns on high, enthroned in the heavens, 

 Word of the Father, exalted for us. 

 

 We have a hope that is steadfast and certain, 

 Gone through the curtain and touching the throne. 

 We have a Priest who is there interceding, 

 Pouring His grace on our lives day by day. 

 

 We come to Him, our Priest and Apostle, 

 Clothed in His glory and bearing His name, 

 Laying our lives with gladness before Him; 

 Filled with His Spirit we worship the King. 

 

 O holy One, our hearts do adore You; 

 Thrilled with Your goodness we give You our praise. 

 Angels in light with worship surround Him, 

 Jesus, our Saviour, for ever the same.    Wendy Churchill 

 

ASCENSION 

 

   If we’re not too sure about something, we sometimes push it to the back of our minds and either hope it will 

go away or that suddenly it will explain itself without us having to over-stretch our brains.  We prefer to stick 

to the aspects of our faith with which we are comfortable rather than grapple with aspects we find difficult. 

We struggle with the Ascension because we can’t understand how Jesus could rise up into the sky and 

disappear into the clouds. Our modern scientific and technological age likes to be able to explain everything, 

but the Ascension remains a mystery because it attempts to describe what is beyond words. 

 

   Two definitions of ‘to ascend’ are: to move to a higher level; and ‘to proceed from the inferior to the 

superior’.  At the Ascension, Jesus was proceeding from the inferior to the superior, from the world of sinful 

mortals to the realms of the only good and pure God.  It was time to return to the glory from which He came. 

The resurrection appearances were special, but those days couldn’t last for ever. The resurrection period 

needed a definite end. If Jesus’ appearances had simply petered out, people’s faith might have dwindled or 

become aimless. There had to be a point when the Jesus of earth became the Christ of heaven. The Ascension 

was an ending. The disciples’ faith in a person present in the flesh was over.   

   But it was also the beginning of a link to someone forever independent of time and space; the time when 

Jesus, freed from all earthly limitations, could begin to work throughout the whole world, giving people the 

spiritual encouragement and power to act in His name.  Although Jesus had left the disciples in one sense, in 

another, it gave them the assurance that, although they would not now see Him physically, He would truly be 

with them for ever as He had promised.  

 

   The Ascension reminds us that Jesus is greater than words can express and that we must not make God too 

small. We must resist the temptation to package God up in a box we can handle, and only let Him out when 

we feel like it. 

 

   Our son once returned from work with a packet of chocolate coated ginger biscuits, wrapped in a plastic 

container inside a cardboard cover, sealed with a layer of cellophane. It was so neat and orderly, and the 

biscuits were inside, in their place. We try to do that to God sometimes, to capture the parts of Him we can 

understand and ignore the rest. 

 



   But packaging God can lower our expectations of what He can do in our world today, where despite 

measures to begin easing the severity of the lockdown, we are still in a time of crisis. We need more than ever 

to ensure that we do not put barriers in the way of our God who can do ‘immeasurably more than all we ask 

or imagine’ (Ephesians 3:20).  We need to pray to Him about every aspect of the Covid crisis, and allow Him to 

respond in ways that are immeasurably beyond our imaginations. And we need to pray, believing that God 

was not just a God of miracles in the past, while Jesus was on earth, but is still a God of miracles today.   

    

   God can perform the miracles Himself or He can give people the power and spiritual encouragement to act 

in His name. Packaging God can limit our growth as Christians and prevent Him from working in our lives. God 

wants to give us an Ascension too, to raise us from the inferior to the superior as He trains and equips us to 

serve Him, and works to make us more like Him and bring us to perfection on the day of Christ Jesus as He 

promised. 

 

   Accepting the Ascension means learning to accept the true meaning of faith, for while we may be 

experiencing more things and gradually understanding more as God reveals it to us, there will always be some 

things we have to accept on trust, and some mysteries that remain behind the cloud till we see Him face to 

face. 

 

   The disciples were gazing intently into the sky as Jesus ascended, looking up to where they thought He 

should be. And if we metaphorically speaking raise our eyes to gaze into heaven where Jesus is, we will 

thereby be looking on what is good and perfect. If we fix our eyes on him and absorb His characteristics, it 

helps us to move to a higher level, to take the next step on our spiritual journey, become more like Him and of 

more use in His service.  

 

   The disciples were no doubt looking towards the horizon, and their horizons  

were stretched that day. We too need to let our horizons be stretched, in our faith and our daily lives, and 

they are being stretched as we meet new situations - new ways of shopping, new delivery services, new ways 

of working for those whose jobs can be done from home, new ways of holding church including the written 

services sent by e-mail and live-streamed services, on-line meetings etc. (thanks to all involved). We thank 

God for being creative too, as He implements His ideas, either Himself or through His people. 

 

    So let’s be willing to branch out in directions we would never have dreamt of, not content with what we 

know, but open to building on it and moving on to the next level. Let’s be prepared to stretch our horizons 

with regard to what God wants us to do and where He wants us to go, both individually and as a church, 

whether that be an extension of something we’re familiar with or something completely new, in the current 

crisis or in other aspects of life.   

      

   We can at times risk becoming too comfortable and being satisfied with where we are in our faith, and the 

Ascension reminds us that sometimes we need to step out in faith beyond our comfort zones. It can seem 

daunting, and we may look for every possible excuse not to leave our safe haven, just as people like Moses, 

Jeremiah and others did in Biblical times, but because of the Ascension, Jesus can be at work anywhere in the 

world, including at our sides, helping us, guiding us and fulfilling His promise to be with us always. Are we 

prepared to ascend to the next level and have our horizons stretched as we seek to serve our risen and 

ascended Lord? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



PRAYERS OF INTERCESSION  

 

    Lord Jesus, we thank You that through Your Ascension You were set free to be Lord of all, no longer bound 

to a particular place and time, but with us always, able to reach the whole world, and available for us to come 

to with our prayers. 

 

   We pray for a world in so much need at this time when life in every continent is affected by the Covid-19 

pandemic.  We have heard of the economic effects the virus has had on richer countries, and we pray that 

poorer nations affected will not be prevented by lack of means from taking all necessary measures to protect 

their people.  Lord, You are Creator and Provider, and we pray for supplies to be available wherever they are 

needed. We ask You too, in a situation that is new and different for everyone, to fill the leaders of all nations 

with Your wisdom as they make decisions about measures that need to be taken. 

 

   We pray for all who are suffering from Coronavirus. Minister to each in their need, and lift them above their 

present suffering through the power and warmth  

of Your love.  We pray for relatives unable to visit sick family members due to the current restrictions. May 

they find encouragement from the fact that You love their loved ones too, and that You yourself can be with 

them. 

 

   We pray for the bereaved and those bearing the extra grief of not being able to be with their loved ones at 

the end of their lives or give them the funeral service they wanted to hold. May they not feel guilty about 

events over which they had no control, but find the assurance of knowing that they did all they could and your 

peace as they come to terms with the situation. Lead them through the dark days, bring them a new sense of 

direction and raise them to the light of Your presence. 

  

   We pray for NHS and care home staff and those giving care in the community.   

Thank you for their dedication, commitment and loving service in often intense, stressful situations. Replenish 

their strength when they are exhausted, replace the fear of going to work that many of them have with Your 

peace and power and keep them safe. Support staff, who have experienced more deaths among those they 

have cared for than ever before, as they shoulder the burden of needing to remain professional at a time of 

great emotional pressure. May they find space to stand back and process their feelings, and find in You a 

supporting rock as they unburden themselves, and a fountain of living energy to restore them. 

  

   Help us to remember that You are with us always and to make You the centre of our lives. As You came 

down to earth and ascended again to heaven in order to lift us up, may we in our turn help to lift others up to 

You. As we seek to serve You, broaden our vision, widen our perspectives and deepen our faith. Equip us for 

all You would have us do, that we may serve You with renewed inspiration and live to Your glory. We pray in 

the name of our ascended Lord, Jesus Christ, Amen. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



HYMN  

 

   Today is Aldersgate Sunday, John Wesley’s ‘spiritual birthday’. At a meeting of a group of Christians at a 

house in Aldersgate Street on 24
th

 May 1738, he felt his heart ‘strangely warmed’ by the love of God, received 

the assurance that his sins were forgiven and put his trust in Christ’s salvation. Three days earlier, his brother 

Charles had also had a life-changing experience of God, inspiring him to write this hymn, recognised as the 

conversion hymn for both Wesley brothers: 

 

 Where shall my wondering soul begin? 

 How shall I all to heaven aspire? 

 A slave redeemed from death and sin, 

 A brand plucked from eternal fire, 

 How shall I equal triumphs raise, 

 Or sing my great deliverer’s praise? 

 

 O how shall I the goodness tell, 

 Father, which Thou to me hast showed? 

 That I, a child of wrath and hell, 

 I should be called a child of God, 

 Should know, should feel my sins forgiven, 

 Blest with this antipast of heaven. 

 

 And shall I slight my Father’s love?  

 Or basely fear His gifts to own? 

 Unmindful of His favours prove? 

 Shall I, the hallowed cross to shun, 

 refuse His righteousness to impart 

 by hiding it within my heart? 

 

 Outcasts, to you, yes, you, I call, 

 Christ’s love invites you to believe! 

He spreads His arms to embrace you all;  

sinners alone His grace receive: 

no need of Him the righteous have; 

he came the lost to seek and save. 

 

Come, O my guilty kindred, come, 

Groaning beneath your load of sin! 

His bleeding heart shall make you room, 

His open side shall take you in; 

He calls you now, invites you home: 

Come, O my guilty kindred, Come! Charles Wesley (1707-1788) 

 

God bless you all. 

 

   


