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Year A:  Easter 7b   Acts 1:6-14; Ps 68:1-10, 33-36; 1Pet 4:12-14; Jn 17:1-11 
St. Barnabas, Florissant – May 24, 2020 
 
Focus Sentence:  The Christian community is given its vocation as Jesus ascends. 

 
SERMON 

I offer these thoughts in the name of God, Father, Son, and Holy Spirit…. 
 

This Sunday might be called “in-between Sunday,” or maybe “Expectation 

Sunday.”  We officially term it the Seventh Sunday of Easter, and so it’s still part of the 

Great Fifty Days of the Easter Season, which began on Easter Sunday, April 12.  We 

also subtitle this Sunday the “Sunday After the Ascension.”  The feast of the Ascension 

was celebrated by the Church this past Thursday, May 21st, and today marks a real 

transition from the period of visible and tangible appearances by the resurrected Jesus 

into the feast of Pentecost, when, while a physical Jesus is no longer with his disciples, 

the Holy Spirit comes down and empowers those disciples to continue the ministry of 

Jesus in and through their own persons. 

But, we’re not quite there yet!  Jesus is gone from us in the physical, tangible 

way we’ve gotten used to in our Sunday Gospel readings since Christmas, but the Holy 

Spirit hasn’t made that fiery, dramatic appearance yet.  In our Collect for this Sunday, 

we pray, “Do not leave us comfortless, O God, but [do] send us your Holy Spirit to 

strengthen us, …”  It’s definitely a strange, ambiguous, “in-between” time. 

 

PAUSE 

 

In today’s reading from the Acts of the Apostles, we see Jesus literally taking his 

physical leave from the disciples.  The disciples’ period of direct instruction from Jesus 

is over, Jesus has accomplished his work of salvation through his death and 

resurrection, and now it’s time for the disciples to take on and continue the work of 

Jesus as the continuing Body of Christ. 
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Of course, the period of instruction is never completely over for those disciples, 

just as it’s never over for us.  Evidence of this comes from their question, “Lord, is this 

the time when you will restore the kingdom to Israel?”  You really have to wonder at the 

fact that they’re actually still asking this question, even after Jesus’ death and 

resurrection.  But just as Jesus refuses to be the kind of Messiah who would overthrow 

the Roman occupiers and restore Israel for his disciples, Jesus also refuses to be 

limited to our vision of who he should be.  On the other hand, this question about the 

kingdom isn’t totally without merit, because we Christians must remind ourselves that 

our God is NOT a “detached God” who will suddenly transform history and society.  On 

the contrary, we should be asking God what aspect of God’s kingdom God wants us to 

build into our society right here and now.  Christian faith doesn’t place God’s kingdom at 

some place and time “out there,” but rather commits itself to building what can be 

achieved right here and now.  It is, after all, what we’re asking of God every time we 

pray in the words of the Lord’s Prayer, “may your kingdom come.” 

PAUSE 

And the work of making that kingdom a reality really is OUR work now.  Jesus 

makes that very clear when he says, “You will receive power when the Holy Spirit has 

come upon you; and you will be my witnesses … to the ends of the earth.”  Jesus at this 

point is transferring responsibility for future initiatives in mission to the ongoing 

community which his death and resurrection has formed. 

Being witnesses to Jesus brings up that topic of evangelism again that we 

touched upon last Sunday.  “Witnessing” is another term, along with “evangelism,” 

which isn’t in great favor with most of us Episcopalians.  But being witnesses, in the 

sense in which Jesus says it, doesn’t mean merely being someone who has “seen” 

something, but it means becoming someone who begins to embody and communicate 

certain new realities because of a vision, because of what we have seen.  Every 

generation of Christians is called upon to be witnesses for Jesus in this way. 

 

PAUSE 
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“… then, as they were watching, he was lifted up, and a cloud took him out of 

their sight.”  The visible, tangible, physical presence of the man Jesus in this world is 

now over.  The mode of Jesus’ presence is now in his community.  Our hands are now 

Jesus’ hands, and our feet Jesus’ feet in this world.  This doesn’t mean the absence of 

Jesus “until the end of time,” but rather that the presence of Jesus is now in and among 

and through his followers.  We really are now the Body of Christ. 

This is never an easy responsibility for us Christians to accept, and Luke 

emphasizes the point with the angels’ question, “…why do you stand looking up to 

heaven?”  We Christians aren’t to be some primitive tribe, waiting for something 

miraculous to drop down out of heaven and fix everything.  This doesn’t deny that there 

IS something transcendent out there and up there, beyond our limited, human 

experience, but the transcendent has reached down into our world, touching the human, 

and working in and through the human.  That question to the disciples, and to us, is 

reminding us that we have to stop LOOKING for Jesus and start BEING Jesus. 

 

PAUSE 

 

After this last encounter with Jesus in Galilee, the disciples, very much now in an 

in-between state, return to Jerusalem.  For us twenty-first-century Christians, I believe, 

Jerusalem refers to “the city,” the urban/suburban reality where most of us must do our 

work of being Jesus’ witnesses.  The church, as a whole, has never been particularly 

comfortable with “the city,” with its transience, its pluralism, its secularity.  But “the city” 

is where we are called to do the work of Jesus.  That’s scary for us, maybe even 

threatening (remember the scoffers we talked about last Sunday?), but Jesus promises 

that we’ll be empowered when the Holy Spirit comes upon us.  We’ll be empowered as 

the Holy Spirit is allowed to become more fully alive in us, just as surely as the disciples 

were empowered on that first Pentecost.  Of course, we also realize that it’s generally 

very uncomfortable to allow the Holy Spirit to take us over in that way. 
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Luke tells us that, after arriving back in Jerusalem, the disciples “went to the 

room upstairs where they were staying, …constantly devoting themselves to prayer. …” 

God always calls us to be saved, not as individuals, but as a community.  It’s 

clear that these disciples considered themselves very much a community, and not 

simply a gathering of individuals.  And that sense of community, that reliance on each 

other, is what will get them through their “in-between period” until the coming of the Holy 

Spirit.  In these days of dispersed worship, it’s harder to continually visualize our 

membership in such a community, but it’s still there, just waiting for the time when we 

can be with each other again. 

In the end, what this all means is that the disciples had shared experiences with 

Jesus, and with each other, both joyful and agonizing.  From these experiences the 

disciples had caught a vision.  And from this vision, they had discovered their vocation. 

Shared experiences, …vision, … vocation.  You know, that sequence isn’t really 

a bad description of what’s still necessary today if a congregation wants to be fully alive. 

I’d like to close this morning by sharing with you a Prayer for Mission.  Please 

listen closely. 

God, you are always in our future, 
beckoning us toward a horizon 
we are not sure we want to reach. 
We think of the things that are past 
and wish you would give us, once again, 
that with which we were comfortable. 
But you lead us from the future. 
Thank you for the assurance 
that we will not be without you then, 
as we are not without you now. 
Give us the courage 
to follow your lead.  
 

And let the church say, 

                      AMEN.  ALLELUIA! 


