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The Diocese of Norwich ‘Sunday Hope’ Podcast
Sunday 24 May 2020
The Rt Revd Alan Winton, Bishop of Thetford:
Welcome to this service for the Sunday after Ascension, and a time when we’re invited to join with churches around the world reflecting on the call to pray ‘Thy Kingdom Come’.
I’m Bishop Alan and I’m speaking from my study in Wymondham. We’ll be joined this morning by Gordon Darley who will read for us from the Acts of the Apostles, and once again, by Canon Susanna Gunner who will lead us in prayer.
As we begin, let’s pause briefly before an opening prayer – you might like to light a candle to help focus your thoughts or simply to sit silently as we recognise that we are in God’s presence and we give thanks for our freedom to worship God together.
Pause

Let us pray:

O God the King of glory, you have exalted your only Son Jesus Christ

with great triumph to your kingdom in heaven:

we beseech you, leave us not comfortless, but send your Holy Spirit to strengthen us

and exalt us to the place where our Saviour Christ is gone before,

who is alive and reigns with you, in the unity of the Holy Spirit, one God, now and for ever.

Amen.

READING

The reading is from the Acts of the Apostles 1.6-14.
When they had come together, they asked him, ‘Lord, is this the time when you will restore the kingdom to Israel?’ Jesus replied, ‘It is not for you to know the times or periods that the Father has set by his own authority. But you will receive power when the Holy Spirit has come upon you; and you will be my witnesses in Jerusalem, in all Judea and Samaria, and to the ends of the earth.’ When he had said this, as they were watching, he was lifted up, and a cloud took him out of their sight. While he was going and they were gazing up towards heaven, suddenly two men in white robes stood by them. They said, ‘Men of Galilee, why do you stand looking up towards heaven? This Jesus, who has been taken up from you into heaven, will come in the same way as you saw him go into heaven.’
Then they returned to Jerusalem from the mount called Olivet, which is near Jerusalem, a sabbath day’s journey away. When they had entered the city, they went to the room upstairs where they were staying, Peter, and John, and James, and Andrew, Philip and Thomas, Bartholomew and Matthew, James son of Alphaeus, and Simon the Zealot, and Judas son of James. All these were constantly devoting themselves to prayer, together with certain women, including Mary the mother of Jesus, as well as his brothers.

HYMN

At the name of Jesus
HOMILY

First it was ‘stay at home’ now it’s ‘stay alert’. We’re in a time of transition. The clear-cut lockdown starts to ease and baby steps are taken to get things working again.
For some these are welcome signs of optimism and possibility. Others are fearful and anxious about the wisdom of these changes. For all of us uncertainties abound. 
Our reading finds the first followers of Jesus also in transition. We’ve followed them in our celebration of the Ascension, and with them, we now await the coming of the Spirit at Pentecost. 
Maybe being in limbo is a better description, although the disciples wisely spend their time waiting in prayer.
As they prayed, I imagine some looked ahead with optimism and excitement about the promised Spirit, but others will have been anxious and longing for the reassuring closeness of Jesus that they’d known before.
This moment in the church’s year and this moment in the crisis have brought to my mind the words of a prayer I’ve known and used all my adult life. It was written by Roger Tomes and it asks for the Church: 
“that it may conserve what is good in the past and reach out boldly to the future”. 
That expresses rather well what the promised Spirit is to help us do. 
The Spirit is to help us look back and remember, refreshing our grasp of the roots of our faith. 
But we’re also given help to face the future confidently, strengthened by the promise that the Spirit will lead us into all the truth.
Moments of transition are also moments of opportunity. 
So we must do a bit of wondering. 
What must we recover and conserve from the past in the life of our churches, what have we learned of following Jesus that we must not forget? 
We also need to look forward, taking with us truths that we’ve discovered in these strange days when our buildings have been shut, when we’ve discovered different ways of being the church. The Spirit will help us look back and remember, and also look forward and dream a little.
And what is true of us as church is true of us as individuals: it’s also true of us as a nation.
Writing in the Tablet, Peter Hennessy recalls the aftermath of the Second World War and the new deal that led to the establishment of our beloved NHS. He wonders what we might do in our generation. How might we not lose the sense of a duty of care for one another we’ve discovered as a nation? What new directions might we take emerging from this crisis that would be a fitting memorial to those who’ve been lost?
This is a moment to pray for ourselves, for our church and for our nation that the Spirit would help us wonder what to cherish from the past and what to build for the future as we pray ‘Thy Kingdom Come’.

SOME THOUGHTS FOR REFLECTION AND WONDER
· What have we had to lay down during this crisis that we will need to recover?

· What new things might God be teaching us about how to live differently as we look ahead?

PRAYERS

Let us pray:

God of our past

in the radiant light of your Ascended Son,

we look back over our own lives, 

over our church, community and national life,

over our relationships with each other and the wider world:

we thank you for all that was good there, 

all that played a part in your holy work of reconciliation,

all that spoke of your love and truth and beauty.

But we regret all that took us from your presence,

disconnected us from your kingdom values…

and we ask your forgiveness.

God of our present

in the radiant light of your Ascended Son,

we reflect upon our lockdown lives, 

upon a suffering globe hungry for healing,

your people plagued. 

But we notice too the many signs of grace -

new ways of neighbouring,

strength and selflessness,

courage and creativity, 

nature’s breathing eased…

and we thank you.

God of our future

in the radiant light of your Ascended Son,

we hold what is to come,

uncertain and unknown.

Teach us and all humanity

to conserve the good from our past

to cherish new insights from our present

and to reach out boldly to all that lies ahead.

May the Spirit for whom we wait

fill us afresh with green-growing hope, 

with the wisdom to steward your world

and the joy of being alive in your love.

Amen

Let us pray together as our Saviour taught us:

Our Father, who art in heaven,

hallowed be thy name;

thy kingdom come;

thy will be done;

on earth as it is in heaven.

Give us this day our daily bread.

And forgive us our trespasses,

as we forgive those who trespass against us.

And lead us not into temptation;

but deliver us from evil.

For thine is the kingdom,

the power, and the glory

for ever and ever.  Amen.

HYMN

Lord of All Hopefulness
BLESSING
May we be guided by the Spirit to cherish and recover what was good in the past, 

and to walk hopefully and gently into the future 

that we may see God’s Kingdom come on earth as in heaven, 

and the blessing of God Almighty, the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit 

be with you now and remain with you always. Amen.
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