Coronation of the Christ – Psalm 47 Acts 1:1-11 Luke 24: 44-53 Ephesians 1: 15-23 
Ascension Day 10/05/2018, 7.30pm at CC

I wasn’t at the great parade on Monday – were any of you? I’ve seen some of the pictures of the gold and black sea from Queen’s Square to West Park – pictures in the national papers as well as the local. And I imagined the cheering, the chanting, the singing as the heroes made the open top bus tour  brandishing the hard-won Championship trophy aloft: a rhapsody in black and gold! 

I want to suggest that Ascension Day has something of the same character for the church. I admit that leaves a great deal to the imagination! Sadly we’ve hardly dragged the crowds in tonight. I don’t know whether people can’t think about church on a Thursday or whether ascension doesn’t seem important. Or perhaps people get caught up in worrying they’d have to defend some absurd literalism that suggests Jesus sky-rocketed to the stars, or dematerialised and was transported in a Star Trek sort of way. Of course we mustn’t over-react and say it’s just a metaphor. In Acts it says he was taken from them and a cloud hid him from their eyes. ‘Taken’ implies he was received by someone; and the cloud is suggestive not of rain, but of the mystery of God’s presence. So it’s simply stating he entered the nearer presence of God: asking how, in scientific terms, is a meaningless question.

The idea of a victory parade requires a step of imagination from the Biblical story as well, because all that Luke-Acts describes is men staring instead space, their mouths wide open, and an angel saying stop fly-catching but rather go down to the city, to pray and wait for the Holy Spirit to empower them. 
The real question is what all this means. Luke 24: 44 says that Jesus himself explained everything with reference to the law and the prophets ... and the psalms. I wonder if he included in this Psalm 47, for this is the Psalm the church has used from early time to interpret the ascension: as we sang, ‘God has gone up and ascends over all.’ What it’s talking about is an enthronement – a coronation, as we would call it (although they didn’t use a crown). Psalm 47 reverberates with the sounds of king-making – like of Solomon and of Joash (in 2 Kings) – singing, shouting, clapping, trumpets and horns, as the new king ascends the throne. But the Psalm applies it to God himself coming to reign. Its origins may be with King David bringing the Arc of the Covenant to the Temple, memorable for the king’s half-naked dancing, abandoning his dignity as this great symbol of the God he worshipped was brought into his own city. Such celebration probably became part of an annual ceremony in Jerusalem, proclaiming the Lord’s kingship. It makes very strong claims: in a world of many gods, it proclaims Israel’s God, Yahweh, is supreme. In a multinational world, it proclaims Yahweh is king not just of Israel but of all the nations. Those that are against him he subdues to his will. God’s rule is made known through the exuberant praise of his people, and all the peoples of all the other nations are invited, even commands, to join in.

The ascension, I believe, is to be seen as Christ’s coronation. At his resurrection he was vindicated as God’s Son and so revealed as the true King of the earth. But on Easter Sunday frankly there’s too much else going on. Just as in human affairs there’s a gap between the death of one king and the crowning of the next, so a certain distance is needed from the cross. But now, his work on earth complete, he is exalted and, as Ephesians puts it, he is seated in the heavenly realms. That doesn’t mean he is distant from us but he is above and beyond all other authority: no power can touch him. 

Objection: if he reigns on high, why is the earth still such a mess? It can be hard to celebrate when surrounded by suffering. Jewsus did not return to heaven to become a puppet master, pulling the strings of everyone on earth. He did not return to heaven to become a tyrant controlling every aspect of people’s lives, even if it were for their own good. But that doesn’t mean the disciples were wrong to ask about the coming of his kingdom. It is about that. What they had wrong was the time-scale and manner. What was coming there and then, and for the ages subsequently, was power from on high for them – the Holy Spirit’s power to effect the kingdom of God. So the kingdom is not just to be God doing it to earth; nor just to be human effort to change the earth. The kingdom is to be brought in by God the Holy Spirit working through women and men who believe, trust and obey, individually and together. This turns out to be slow work, subject to terrible pains, but also moments of wonder. 

The King we acclaim bears all the scars of sacrifice. To celebrate his reign is not to indulge in triumphalism. But to raise our eyes to him who is exalted and crowned is to be given the confidence to live in today’s secular world, knowing that all authority has been given to him. And it is he who authorises us to go and serve.
So if we can let’s give special focus over these next ten days to praying for God’s Spirit and for the kingdom of God – if you like a time of pre-season training, so that, when the new season arrives on the Day of Pentecost we may be equipped by the Spirit for some Premier League kingdom building! In the name of Jesus to whom belong all might, majesty, authority and power, now and always.Amen. 

