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Wednesday, 13 May 2020 

 

Dear Friends 

 

I write this to you when we have been on lockdown for seven weeks. We celebrated Easter 

under lockdown, and it looks like we will celebrate Ascension and Pentecost under some 

version of lockdown as well. These high feasts are difficult to manage under lockdown, since 

there is something in us that craves to be with others on these special days in the life of the 

church.  

 

Each part of the work of Christ is important for us and each facet of the work of Christ helps 

us to understand the great work of salvation. All four Gospels record the ascension of Jesus 

and, therefore, it is a vital aspect of the great cycle of salvation.  

 

It is important for us to understand that Jesus’ ascension does not mean that Jesus is just 

waiting for the church age to come to close. Rather, Christ ascends that he might send the 

Holy Spirit to be with us. In fact, he tells the disciples it is for their (and our) good that he 

had to leave (Jn 16:7) because his leaving would allow him to send the Holy Spirit. We 

cannot live without the presence of the Spirit. The Holy spirit is the “down-payment” of all the 

things that lie in wait for us (2 Cor 5:5). We live now in the age of the Spirit, as we prepare 

ourselves for the return of Christ.  

 

The presence of the Spirit, with us at all times and in all places, since the Father (and the 

Son) poured out the Spirit on those disciples in the Upper Room, means that we are never 

alone, even in these lockdown days.  That great allegorical story in Rev 12 reminds us that 

satan is a defeated foe who has been cast out of heaven and who now prowls the earth in his 

severely weakened state seeking to cause damage wherever he can. A similar picture is 

painted in Rev 20 where satan is bound – his power and his ability to cause destruction 

severely curtailed. Like the wizard in the Wizard of Oz, the devil puts on a good show, but 

when you pull back the curtain all you see is a severely weakened, badly defeated, mortally 

wounded creature putting on a sound and light show.  

 

One of the main features of Christ’s ascension is the church. Just before his ascension, Jesus, 

imbued with all power and authority, told the disciples to go and disciple the nations of the 

world and that he would be with them. Our commission has not changed. With the Risen 

Christ leading us, we are charged to share with others the great message of the gospel, 

plunging people into the perichoresis of the Trinity: teaching them to be obedient to Christ, to 

follow the leading of the Spirit and to honour of the Father. A second feature of Christ’s 

ascension is that, in it, Christ is exalted as King of kings and Lord of lords – no matter what 

authority is instituted on earth, all earthly authority is ultimately subject to Christ’s over-

riding authority and all earthly authority will one day answer to Christ for the way in which 

that authority was exercised.  

 

Christ’s ascension, therefore, helps us to understand what is happening in the world around 

us. Living in the world, it is easy to feel discouraged and demoralized. As Eugene  
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Peterson says, we don’t see what God is doing and so it seems like God is doing nothing and 

we see all the sin and evil and the world and we think the devil is everywhere. Neither is 

true, and we know that because of the Ascension. So, celebrate the Ascension with joy and 

faith this year. Look to the exalted one and don’t allow your focus to be obscured by fear or 

anxiety.  

 

As we come to Pentecost, remember that the disciples were in a sort of self-imposed 

lockdown when the Holy Spirit was poured out upon them. Empowered by the reality and 

truth of the resurrection, ascension, and the presence of the Holy Spirit, they were turned out 

on the streets of Jerusalem to proclaim the good news. These 120 ordinary men and women, 

nothings in terms of the great powers of their day, went on to change the world. Without a 

written account of the life of Jesus or any of the other valuable resources that we have today, 

within three hundred years, those who followed them turned the world completely upside 

down and even infiltrated the greatest empire this world has ever known. Of course, that 

empire, when it saw it couldn’t destroy them, then co-opted this powerful force and managed 

to blunt its impact somewhat. However, as in all such times in the history of world, when 

empire sought to capture the church, there were prophetic voices that challenged that 

capture and called God’s people to come out. Charged by those voices and inspired by the 

Holy Spirit, the church changed and adapted to its new situation and continued with the work 

which had been given to it by the Ascended Lord. So, don’t be downcast by this lockdown. 

Perhaps we will see a similar move of the Spirit in our day that will come to us under 

lockdown and send us out to change the world.           

 

While we are talking about life under lockdown, I want to commend ministers, elders, and 

members of UPCSA congregations who have continued to function, sometimes under the 

most restrictive and difficult circumstances imaginable. In rural, township and suburban 

congregations in Zambia, Zimbabwe, and South Africa, the UPCSA faithful have managed to 

adapt to this new reality. From online services on Facebook, WhatsApp or YouTube; to 

feeding schemes looking after the hungry and desperate people in our communities; to those 

who are working in the front lines; to those who do various acts of kindness, it is touching to 

see the efforts of so many of our people to help others. We don’t know how long before we 

will be able to have services again or when we will be able to travel freely, but in these days I 

want to encourage you to continue in your love, care, and compassion for others. Dwindling 

congregational incomes, creeping despair and health challenges make it extremely difficult 

for us to keep our heads above water. Remember that, when it feels as if we are drowning in 

the needs of the people around us and we have so little to offer, Jesus reminds us that even 

a cup of water given to a thirsty person counts in the economy of the kingdom.  

 

Finally, I want to make you aware of two specific initiatives. First, the Church Unity 

Commission is going to put together an ecumenical Ascension Day service that will go out on 

Ascension Day. We will let you know how you can access it closer to the time. Second, a few 

of us collaborated on a 10-day devotional guide for the period between Ascension and 

Pentecost. If you would like it, please send me an email and I will send it to you.               

  

Please stay home, stay healthy and stay safe 

  

Regards.  

Peter  
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