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To the extent possible, effort has been made to preserve the quality of the spoken word in this written adaptation.

What are you doing to stay healthy these days?  It’s not easy to adjust and find ways to stay 
physically, mentally, and spiritually healthy while sheltering at home.  I’ve started a new routine 
that has proven to be quite delightful.  Not only are Lynn and I walking more often together, 
I’ve also taken up riding a bicycle several times a week for about ten miles each time.  It gets my 
heart rate and breathing up (a good cardio workout) but it also reminds me of when I was a kid.  
Now I know that there are some dangers in cycling, but I think the benefits outweigh them in 
my case.  My family knows if I don’t regularly get some endorphins working through strenuous 
workouts, I’m much less pleasant to be around.  So, this is actually part of my contribution to 
Lynn’s mental and relational health as well.

Each day I ride, I see a sign at the bustop on the corner of San Gabriel and Duarte, near Howie’s.  
It’s a poster of Malala Yousafzai, a Pakistani young woman who is known for her human rights 
activism.  The poster simply reads, “Girls should learn history — and make it!”  

You probably know the story of Malala. Her family was dedicated to education in Pakistan.   
When Malala was 11 or 12 years old, she wrote (under a pseudonym) for the BBC about the 
experience of living under Taliban rule. It led to interviews and a documentary about her life.  
She rose in prominence. Then in 2012, to silence her,  she was shot at the age of 15 years old. 
The attempt on her life led to condemnation of the Taliban worldwide and she became an ardent 
and outspoken advocate for education, especially for girls.  She won the Nobel Peace Prize in 
2014.  “Girls should learn history — and make it!”  

You never know when you might find new traction in life.  We can spin our wheels for long 
periods of time and then find a gear we didn’t even know existed.  Circumstances that are awful 
can plant seeds for new beginnings.  It happens all the time in nature, when there are canyon 
fires. It happens even in the midst and through tragic events in our lives.  
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In these days, we find ourselves between what has been and what will be.  We know that the 
diagnosis has occurred, but we don’t yet know the treatment plan.  We know that the economy 
has taken a big hit, but we don’t yet know what the results will be.  We know some people 
close to us are likely to be infected and may even die, but we don’t know who it will be.  We 
know Easter has come and gone, but we don’t know when we can gather physically together 
again for worship.  We are in the time between.  Between Easter and Pentecost, between what 
has been and what will be, between having some confidence in life and having anxiety about it 
all.  Malala found her own sense of agency (confidence in her own abilities) in the midst of the 
worst of times.  Maybe we can also find our own sense of agency and motivation in the midst 
of these times.   

On Easter three years ago, I was preaching to a full sanctuary with glorious choral music 
accompanied by brass and percussion.  It was a day of grandeur and expectancy.  My wife, 
Lynn, was back in North Carolina waiting for the arrival of our fourth grandchild, and first 
granddaughter, Madison.  Whether coincidentally or providentially, all our previous three 
grandsons had been born on a Sunday, so I was convinced Madison was going to make her debut 
on Easter Sunday.  I preached with my smartphone next to my sermon on the podium that day.  
Thankfully Madison waited until the day after Easter so I could be there for her arrival.  That 
Easter was also a “time between” – between pregnancy and delivery, between our hopes and 
realization of those hopes.    

We all know what it means to “wait and pray.”  I suspect many of us are doing much more of 
that now than we can ever remember.  Anyone who has ever waited for the arrival of a child’s 
birth knows what it is to “wait and pray.”  The time between is often pregnant with possibilities, 
and anxieties, filled with the “hopes and fears of all the years”, as the Christmas hymn describes 
it.  But time between doesn’t remain that way forever.  There comes a time when we no longer 
“wait and pray,” but rather are compelled and even propelled to action, which brings me to our 
text today.        

Luke tells the story of the ascension — twice.  Was it on Easter evening, as told in Luke 24? Or 
forty days later as described in today’s text?  Scholars have suggested many explanations  including 
carelessness or forgetfulness on the part of the author.  According to one commentator, “Luke 
was an artist, not a newspaper reporter.  The contradictions are clues to the author’s intentions.  
In the Gospel of Luke the ascension is a conclusion, a dramatic finale to Jesus’ earthly ministry.  
In Acts 1 the ascension is the beginning presupposition on which the church is based.  The end 
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becomes the beginning, as the story continues.”1   That’s according to Will Willimon, a Methodist 
Bishop.  I like that explanation!  The end is the beginning for the Church.

In this account, Jesus is no longer with his followers in the same way.  After 40 days, he disappears 
into the clouds. The scene of the disciples standing there, looking up at the heavens, waiting for 
the return of Jesus with mouths wide open, gawking and wondering, is a powerful and even 
comical image.  Immobilized by their confusion and sense of loss, gazing in the clouds waiting 
for something to happen, dazed by the events they have experienced, the disciples then look 
very similar to disciples right now. We are stunned.  We don’t quite know what to do.  We watch 
our televisions looking for answers. We monitor the news sources looking for permission to go 
outside and get back to work.  We’re waiting for some direction.  The end is the beginning.  The 
end of what has been is a new beginning for what will be.  The message of this text in Acts is:   
Disciples should both remember history and make it.  

Finally, God intervenes in the story and two angelic figures appear to ask them why they are 
standing there looking up.  Pulled back to reality, they receive assurance that Jesus will return 
the same way he departed with no less impressive an entrance. They are encouraged not to 
waste any more time speculating about times and seasons, but to begin in prayer and worship, 
to prepare for their time of service.  They were no longer simply bystanders watching as Jesus 
accomplished the mission.  Rather, they were to become increasingly active agents in that mission 
– empowered by God to continue the ministry of Jesus.  Standing there looking for Jesus, their 
Lord, they instead receive the Church of Jesus Christ.  Jesus would be present to them but in 
a very different way – through the Word of God and in the sacraments, in prayer and by the 
power of the Holy Spirit.  The work of Jesus was not yet finished and the work of His followers 
was just about to begin.  It was time for the Church to prepare, get ready and get busy.   

The followers of Jesus went from being dazed and confused to becoming decisive and determined. 
From begin passive recipients of the ministry of Jesus, the disciples became active agents of 
ministry.  One of the most compelling arguments for the resurrection of Jesus is simply the 
sacrificial undertakings of the early Church.  Why would anyone follow this Lord (even to their 
own death) if they knew it all to be a lie, a hoax?  Something happened to transform them from 
the cowering, denying, even betraying followers of the crucifixion into the bold and daring 
disciples who risked everything to be part of the liberation of the world that Jesus began!

1   Willimon, William H. Acts Interpretation Series (Atlanta: John Knox Press, 1988) p. 22
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Since the first century and the ascension of Jesus, disciples of all kinds, and shapes, and colors, 
and genders, and ages, and abilities, have been moved from passivity to activity, from limited 
visions of their own place in God’s coming kingdom to enormous contributions and efforts for 
the sake of Christ.  The angelic witness redirected the dazed disciples from speculation and 
confusion to preparation for what God was about to do through them.  If a15-year-old can 
become an activist for human rights and the education of all children, and go on to become a 
Nobel Peace Prize recipient in the process, what might come of this tragedy? This pandemic of 
COVID-19?  “Girls should learn history – and make it.”  The disciples made history too after 
the death and resurrection of our Lord. What kind of history are we prepared to make from the 
devastating changes and reductions of our lives today?      

I know there are those who believe the Church throughout the world is in a period of decline 
and that mainline denominations have had their day.  I know there are problems in the world 
that seem overwhelming and problems in our lives that we haven’t been able to overcome.  Like 
the early disciples, we can easily become dazed and confused, and passive in the face of all that 
is beyond our understanding and ability to control.  But I can’t help but feel like God is still up 
to something in the world and still using the Church to make a difference.  And I can’t escape 
the idea that we’re supposed to be part of it somehow, in this in-between existence – between 
Easter and Pentecost, between the first and the second coming of Jesus, between a stay-at-home 
order and get-back-to-normal order.  

We, in the Church of Jesus Christ, are meant to be witnesses to the truth and to tell the story in 
such a way that it makes things happen!  As heirs of the apostolic witness, our charge and our 
task is to tell the story of Jesus in such a way that all those who listen say to themselves, “Yes, 
this is my story and I never knew it!  This is the world to which I belong. This is my inheritance, 
though I have never lived there before.”  

The turning point has occurred in Christ but it does not leave us passive, simply seeking to wait 
out the final outcome in comfort and ease.  When Christ calls, he calls us to become part of 
the change we hope for the world.  This is not the time for speculation about the future of the 
Church and predictions about what is going to happen economically or medically.  We either 
make history or we are history.  Now is the time to get ready – waiting and praying and planning 
for the future.  Christian faith puts us in life with faith and the courage of our convictions as 
change agents for the kingdom of God.  Watching Jesus ascend into the clouds in glory isn’t the 
end of the story but a new beginning.  The story continues through us!  
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Last week the Dominican theologian, Father Thomas Joseph White, was quoted in an article 
by Ross Douthat in The New York Times.  Ross writes, “There is a religious duty to interpret the 
present moment, not just seek to endure it or escape.”2   Then he quotes Father White who writes, 
“What does it mean that God has permitted (or willed) temporary conditions in which our elite 
lifestyle of international travel is grounded, our consumption is cut to a minimum, our days 
are occupied with basic responsibilities toward our families and immediate communities, our 
resources and economic hopes are reduced and we are made more dependent upon one another? 
. . .We might think none of this tells us anything about ourselves, or about God’s compassion 
and justice.  But if we simply seek to pass through all this in hasty expectation of a return to 
normal, perhaps we are missing the fundamental point of the exercise.”3 

Pay attention to the signs in your life these days and interpret the present moment in light of the 
story of God’s people.  Don’t be too hasty to return to normal.  We have a duty to interpret the 
present moment and not just endure it or escape it.  We are not meant to stand there, stunned 
and dazed, staring into the clouds.  We are meant to make history. And this is an historic time, 
make no mistake.  Your children and grandchildren are watching you!  So what signs is God 
putting in front of you?  What are you seeing differently these days? And what is God calling you  
to do, be, or become, for the sake of the way things should be, and still can be by God’s grace?    

May God empower us to become witnesses together, telling and retelling the story that makes 
things happen in our lives and in the lives of others.  The time of stunned, dazed silence is over.  
Let’s get to work.  Thanks be to Christ Jesus our risen Lord. Amen 

  

 

2    https://www.nytimes.com/2020/04/11/opinion/sunday/coronavirus-religion.html?searchResultPosition=2 
3   Ibid.  


