
At the time I was beginning to work on this sermon I found myself humming the tune of an old French song 

called "Plaisirs d'amour”, which may sound interesting but hardly relevant to a sermon for the Sunday after 

Ascension Day – or should I be more up-to-date and call it ‘the Seventh Sunday of Easter'? I made some 

enquiries about the song and it turned out to be the age-old them of love gone wrong; in this case my 

boyfriend has walked out on me, and so the pleasures of love were short-lived while pain is eternal. Well – 

there have been any number of songs written on this theme over the centuries, but at Long Melford Sunday 

School we used the tune which doesn't actually mention Christ's Ascension but sums up its message 

beautifully. It has three verses and I'll read them but pause to comment after I've read the first. The song goes: 

My Lord loves me, and oh the wonder I see, 

A rainbow shines through my window; my Lord loves me. 

The point of the rainbow is, I'm sure, the one which appeared to Noah when he was safely back on dry land 

after the Flood. When the waters had subsided God promised that there would never be another flood like 

that one. And now the remaining two verses, which really sum up the heart of the Christian Gospel: 

He died for me on a cross at Calvary; 

He bore my sin and my shame when He died for me. 

He rose from the dead, and oh the wonder He said: 

"I'll stay close beside you forever" when He rose from the dead. 

That last line contains the heart of the Ascension message: 

"I'll stay close beside you forever." 

What a contrast to when Jesus was crucified! On the first Good Friday evening Jesus' followers were absolutely 

shattered and felt everything they had hoped for was now a dead letter. But how did they feel this time, after 

Jesus had disappeared from their sight into that cloud?
 
It wasn't any old cloud this time; it was the shekinah 

cloud, the cloud of God's near presence. It was said that God appeared to Moses in a cloud at Mount Sinai 

when He gave the Ten Commandments and earlier He had appeared to Moses in that thorn bush when He first 

appeared to Moses and said to him "I am what I am" – that is my name. That divine Name is for various 

complicated reasons given in our Old Testament as "the Lord" in small capitals, but we don't need to go into all 

that now. What we do need to know and feel is that God is always and in all situations very close to us as a 

loving presence and not in any sense as a threat or a resident policeman. There's a line in the hymn "O Jesus I 

have promised" which goes "O let me feel thee near me" and we should take comfort from that. The only thing 

guaranteed to spoil our reassuring sense of closeness to God is unrepented sin. I don't know whether it's still 

like that now, but in my time in the Army there were two categories of failure to obey an order. There was the 

lesser offence of failure to comply with an order which was a lesser offence even if the consequences were 

really serious. Then there was the much more serious offence of disobedience to an order in such a manner as 

to show deliberate defiance of authority which, I'm pretty sure, would get you a court martial. The same 

principle applies with sin and forgiveness. The Gospels show how incredibly ready Jesus was to forgive even 

the most unpromising characters as long as they were genuinely repentant and not just out to cash in on His 

readiness to forgive. 



It's no accident that most of the Creeds are concerned with events like Jesus' birth, death, and Resurrection; 

but they contain one idea which is not an event and that's the forgiveness of sins. It's the forgiveness of sins 

which makes the Gospel Good News not just an inspiring story; it's the forgiveness of sins which ensures that 

Christ's ascended presence with us can always be reassuring, comforting, and in no sense a threat. It's 

absolutely right that there's an Easter hymn which includes the lines: "Easter triumph, Easter joy; only sin can 

this destroy." Unrepented sin can destroy anything, but the presence of the Risen and Ascended Christ is the 

exact opposite it's reassuring, encouraging, and inspiring. After Jesus had died on the Cross the disciples were 

totally shattered and in complete despair, but after He had ascended into Heaven what are we told happened? 

Yes, "they went back to Jerusalem with great joy, and were continually in the Temple giving thanks to God." 

There is nothing – absolutely nothing – to stop us being like that, so let's not allow the Devil to turn us into 

slack or miserable so-and-so's. 

Some of us are going over to Cambridge this afternoon to visit the colleges which are patrons of the two 

parishes in our benefice – meaning they take it in turns to appoint a new Rector when the benefice becomes 

vacant. The two colleges concerned are Emmanuel for Preston St Mary and Gonville and Caius for Lavenham. 

Caius was founded by a certain Dr Key, which is why the name is pronounced that way even if it has a Latinised 

form. The name of Emmanuel College means exactly what it says; it recalls the prophecy of Isaiah that a young 

woman is with child and they shall call His name Emmanuel, which is the Hebrew for God with us. Christians 

have always taken this as looking forward to the coming of Christ. The prophet had been looking forward to an 

ideal king born from the Jewish royal family of David, and whose reign would mean that God is with us in a 

very special way. No wonder that Isaiah's prophesy makes extra special sense around Christmas. Emmanuel 

was traditionally a very Puritan college, which reminds me how in the hundred years 1578-1679 Lavenham had 

only three Rectors: Henry Copinger whose memorial is up in the sanctuary wall beside the high altar, his son 

Ambrose Copinger, and William Gurnall, who were all keen Puritans. The last of them, William Gurnall wrote a 

set of Bible studies called "The Christian in Complete Armour", and first-rate stuff they are too. Some day we 

must hear about the connection between those Bible studies and gangs of hoodlums in post-War New York. 

What about Caius College? Its founder was a medical doctor at a time when Cambridge was insanitary and 

overcrowded. Dr Key wanted his college to be a healthier and more open place than some other parts of the 

town and University. So I gather he planned the college around a large courtyard with four gates, and I believe 

the titles of those four gates can remind us of how we can feel the Risen and Ascended Christ as He stays close 

beside us forever. The gates are the Gates of Humility, Virtue and Honour, and finally there's the Great Gate. I 

see them as a parable of how we can live the Christian life. Start at the Gate of Humility, because Jesus told us 

to humble ourselves like a little child, which means for every age a child's readiness to learn. Then comes the 

Gate of Virtue, because all the learning and cleverness in the world will do us and others no good at all if we're 

not virtuous people. Then comes the Gate of Honour, which we will deserve if we've combined humility’s 

readiness to learn with Virtue, and so be ready for the Great Gate which is surely the gate of Heaven. I don't 

know whether they think like that about those four gates at Caius College, Cambridge, but let's make that a 

help towards knowing that the Risen and Ascended Christ is close beside us forever. 


