
Ascension Day 2020
Many years ago, I learnt a song for a singing exam. It was composed by Ralph Vaughan-Williams, using the words
from a William Blake poem, “Holy Thursday”. At first glance I assumed it was referring to  Maundy Thursday, but
after some research, I discovered that Holy Thursday is an older term for Ascension Day. The words to the poem are
as follows:

In his poem, Blake describes the orphans as fragile flowers being lead by their guardians (who are holding their sticks
ready to discipline) to St Paul’s Cathedral London, to attend the Ascension Day service. Blake describes the poor
children being crowded into the upper part of the Cathedral  while the adults sit  more comfortably downstairs.
However, he hints at the children being the innocent lambs (a subtle reference to Jesus perhaps), who despite being
members of lowest order of society, still offer radiance and innocence. We are reminded that these poor children
may well be the angels, who we would easily overlook if we dismiss them too quickly. It is a  stark reminder not to
ignore  those  around  us  whom  we  don’t  usually  value,  because  we  may  well  be  disregarding  something  very
important. 

The resurrected Jesus was not always recognised either – likely because he often appeared as a humble figure, easily
dismissed by those who didn’t look past the surface features. But even though the disciples eventually knew Jesus,
they still didn’t seem to understand what was going on as evidenced by their final question to him at the time of the
Ascension:

6So when they had come together, they asked him, “Lord, is this the time when you will restore the kingdom to
Israel?”  7 He replied, “It is not for you to know the times or periods that the Father has set by his own authority.  8

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.”  9When he had said this, as they were watching, he was
lifted up, and a cloud took him out of their sight.  10 While he was going and they were gazing up toward heaven,
suddenly two men in white robes stood by them.  11 They said, “Men of Galilee, why do you stand looking up
toward 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.” (Acts 1:6-11)

For forty days after Easter, the Disciples had had various chances to interact with the resurrected Jesus, but at the
ascension, Jesus ceased to be present in a bodily form, promising to send the Holy Spirit in his place as a continuing
presence in the world. It must have been a bitter-sweet event for the disciples – glorious that Jesus ascended into
heaven where he could take his rightful place, but at the same time a moment of profound loss. From here on, the
disciples were going to have to continue the work that Jesus had instituted, and they didn’t clearly understand what
to do and where to start. 

As a nurse and then a doctor, I’ve sat next to countless patients as they have passed from this world to the next, and
although the moment is filled with grief and sadness, there is also an extremely powerful presence that can be felt
as the spirit departs from the body. It is a profound experience that seems to transcend all denominations and faith
backgrounds, but as a Christian, for me it is a true sense of the same Holy Spirit at work that Jesus gifted to us all
that time ago. 

Whether an orphan or a guardian, the Ascension is relevant to all of us regardless of our place in society as we face
our own mortality and continue to hope for a glimpse of heaven.  We will not be pouring into a church for Ascension
Day, nor will we be raising our voices in song together, however we can still contemplate what Ascension Day may
mean for us – and who might be the orphan angels in our lives.   Gemma D.

Holy Thursday
Twas on a Holy Thursday their innocent faces clean
The children walking two & two in red & blue & green
Grey headed beadles walkd before, with wands as white as snow
Till into the high dome of Pauls they like Thames waters flow

O what a multitude they seemd these flowers of London town
Seated in companies they sit with radiance all their own
The hum of multitudes was there but multitudes of lambs
Thousands of little boys & girls raising their innocent hands

Now like a mighty wind they raise to heaven the voice of song
Or like harmonious thunderings the seats of heaven among
Beneath them sit the aged men wise guardians of the poor
Then cherish pity, lest you drive an angel from your door.


