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What Are We Waiting For?
Luke 24:44-53; Ephesians 1:15-23

Isn’t it interesting that all four gospels begin and end differently?  Each
one tells the story of Jesus, but in delightfully different ways.  Matthew begins
with a genealogy.  Mark commences with the baptism of Jesus.  Luke starts
with a vision, a prophesy, and a muted priest.  John offers a high and exalted
celebration of Jesus as the Living Word.   If there were only one gospel, we
would have nothing but a one-dimensional view of Jesus.  As it is, we have
four perspectives on our Lord and Savior which enhance our understanding
and experience of Jesus so much more.

Today being Ascension Sunday, we are drawn to the end of Jesus’
earthly sojourn.  All four gospels also tell that story differently.  Mark, the
oldest gospel, actually has two potential endings.  The first and often
preferred ending has Jesus revealing that his followers will have wonderful
powers like forcing out demons, speaking new languages, handling snakes
and drinking poison without harm, and healing people who are sick by placing
their hands on them.  Then Jesus is taken up to heaven and the disciples
leave to go off preaching, proving their message by their miracles.  The
alternate ending to Mark’s gospel has the women who had witnessed Jesus’
resurrection rushing back to tell Peter and the others.  Later, Jesus appears
to the disciples and sends them out into the world to preach.  Which ending
do you prefer?

John concludes his gospel with Jesus’ forgiveness of Peter and a
curious comment or two about the veracity of the writer of the gospel and his
relationship with Jesus.  There is no mention of Jesus’ ascension only that
Jesus did so many wonders that all of the books in the world could not contain
mention of them.

Matthew tells us that after Jesus’ resurrection, the disciples went to a
mountain in Galilee where Jesus met them.  They worshiped and Jesus said
to them those words we all learned as youngsters:



“All authority in heaven and on earth has been given to me.
Go therefore and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in
the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, and
teaching them to obey everything that I have commanded you.
And remember, I am with you always, to the end of the age.”

Matthew 28:18-20

Matthew and Mark seem to agree that Jesus immediately sent his
followers out into the world to preach and minister in his name.  Luke has a
different take on it, however.  Listen to his version of the story:

Then he said to them, "These are my words that I spoke to
you while I was still with you—that everything written about me in
the law of Moses, the prophets, and the psalms must be fulfilled." 
Then he opened their minds to understand the scriptures, and he
said to them, "Thus it is written, that the Messiah is to suffer and
to rise from the dead on the third day, and that repentance and
forgiveness of sins is to be proclaimed in his name to all nations,
beginning from Jerusalem.  You are witnesses of these things.
And see, I am sending upon you what my Father promised; so
stay here in the city until you have been clothed with power from
on high." (emphasis added)

Then he led them out as far as Bethany, and, lifting up his
hands, he blessed them.  While he was blessing them, he
withdrew from them and was carried up into heaven.  And they
worshiped him, and returned to Jerusalem with great joy; and they
were continually in the temple blessing God. Luke 24:44-53

While everyone else was hearing Jesus say, “Go into the world and
preach,” Luke also heard him say, “But first . . . wait.”  Apparently that is what
they did.  Luke, who also wrote the Acts of the Apostles, tells us that after his
ascension, Jesus’ followers went back to Jerusalem in high spirits.  They
worshiped in the temple.  They talked about the things he had taught and
listened to the stories the apostles had to tell.  They prayed and ate meals
together.  They took care of one another.  And they waited.1

Obviously they waited for the gift of the Spirit which we will celebrate
next week on Pentecost.  But why wait otherwise?  They were excited and
enthused.  Jesus had risen from the dead.  He had ascended into heaven and

1See Acts 2:42-47.
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told them to carry on his ministry.  They were pumped up and ready to roll! 
Why wait?

Waiting has always been part of the life of faith, though not always by
choice.  The Israelites waited hundreds of years for their liberation from Egypt. 
When they finally made it safely across the Red Sea, they had to wait another
forty years to get back into the Promised Land.  During the Babylonian exile,
Jews waited for decades to return to Jerusalem and rebuild the temple.  For
hundreds more years, the people waited for the Messiah to come.  Jesus did
come to live among us and to teach us about God and God’s ways, but sadly,
his life ended on a cruel cross.  Though that was not the end of the story, the
world had to wait three days for Jesus to rise from the dead.  We have to
wonder if God is simply slow–sometime excruciatingly slow–to respond to his
people?  Is God too busy, too occupied with other things to focus on our
lives?  Or, does God know there some value to waiting, as all of these stories
seem to indicate?  Is waiting sometimes an important part of the life of faith?

Today we find ourselves in such a time of waiting.  We did not choose
it; rather, as in many of the biblical stories, this time of waiting was imposed
upon us.  A year ago, even four months ago, few of us would have even
considered that so much of our lives would be put on hold because of a
pandemic.  Yet, here we are.  Well, I’m here.  You’re still at home waiting!

After ten weeks of “sheltering at home,” we are all eager to get back to
our routines.  People need to get back to work to regain their income. 
Businesses need to reopen to employ people and to restart our economy. 
We need to have schools back in place so that our young people can learn
and prepare themselves for their futures.  We want to be with our families and
friends and even strangers doing things that we used to do without a thought
to any consequences.  And, yes, we want to get back to church.

As we know, Governor Cooper has carefully and methodically
maneuvered this pandemic and its effect on our state.  Two weeks ago, some
restrictions were eased and this weekend even more latitude has been
offered to what we can reasonably do in terms of commerce and personal
care.  I, for one, am looking forward to a haircut in the not too distant future!

Today, some of our sister churches are gathering in their sanctuaries
with strict distancing protocols.  Other congregations are holding worship
outdoors to accommodate more people.  Again, strict guidelines are in order. 
Still other churches are not content with any restrictions and are pushing to
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end their waiting and fill their sanctuaries with worshipers.  As is obvious
today, we are not in any of those groups.  Our Deacons and I agree that it is
still too soon to safely gather for worship.  We choose to wait.

Such decisions are not easily made.  Everything about our faith is
relational and the biblical term used to describe the early church – koinonia
– means fellowship or community.  It is so sad that the very nature of who we
are and what we do is what puts us at great risk during this pandemic.  Being
together in worship, in Bible study, in fellowship, and in service are the very
things that could get us all sick.  For that reason, we have chosen to remain
apart and will wait until the time is right for us to gather again.

Certainly we are waiting for the instances of coronavirus infections to
continue to decrease.  We are waiting for a time when all of our members can
feel confident leaving their homes and gathering as a family of faith again. 
We are waiting for both science and common sense to let us know that our
being together will not endanger one another.

Yet, not everyone is willing to wait.  Not everyone is content with the
guidelines governing worship services.  Some congregations want to fully
resume gathering now and they feel as if their rights are being infringed when
someone in authority says that they cannot do so.

Show me in the New Testament where Jesus says that he gave his life
so that we might enjoy our God-given rights!  You won’t find it because, as
Peter Marty, Publisher of The Christian Century, reminds us,

Rights are certainly important.  But there’s a reason the Bible
shows little interest in individual rights.  If I see my life primarily as
a prepackaged set of guaranteed rights owed me, instead of as
a gift of God, what motivation is there to feel deep obligation
toward society’s most vulnerable?  If I’m just receiving what’s my
rightful due, why would I ever need to express gratitude?  What’s
the point of looking outward toward others if I’m chiefly
responsible for looking inward and securing the personal rights
that are mine?2

2Peter W. Marty, “Churches Obsessed with Their Right to Reopen Are Missing the Point,” The
Christian Century (May 18, 2020); available online at: https://www.christiancentury.org/article/editorpublisher/
churches-obsessed-their-right-reopen-are-missing-point.
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According to the Bible, Jesus suggested that we put aside those rights
in order to do what he did, which was to serve other people.  On the night
before he died, Jesus told his disciples, “This is my commandment, that you
love one another as I have loved you.  No one has greater love than this, to
lay down one’s life for one’s friends” (John 15:12-13).  All of those men and
women whose lives we honor this weekend understood the significance of
laying down their life for someone else.  We are not always called on to
sacrifice our lives; we are, however, often called upon to lay down what we
think is important in our lives for the sake of someone else.  Staying home in
order to keep from spreading the coronavirus is an excellent example of
laying down our lives in order to save the life of another person.  Being asked
to not gather for worship is not a matter of our rights being trampled upon.  It
is an opportunity to live in the manner of Jesus.

Instead of looking at this time of waiting as an infringement of our rights,
we might want to consider what God might reveal to us during these days. 
Perhaps one reason we are waiting is so that we might discover the kind of
strength that is required of one who waits.  Harold Cooke Phillips, former
pastor of the First Baptist Church of Cleveland, Ohio, wrote:

There are two types of strength.  There is the strength of the wind
that sways the mighty oak, and there is the strength of the oak
that withstands the power of the wind.  There is the strength of
the locomotive that pulls the heavy train across the bridge, and
there is the strength of the bridge that holds up the weight of the
train.  One is active strength, the other is passive strength; one is
the power to keep going, the other is the power to keep still; one
is the strength by which we overcome, the other is the strength by
which we endure.3

There are many times in our lives when we need the strength to keep
going and to overcome.  At this time, however, we need the passive strength
which enables us to endure week after week of staying home and not risking
becoming ill or making someone else ill.  This is not the time to flex our
philosophical or political muscles.  It is a time to withstand the wind, to hold
up the passing train.  It is a time to endure until we can be safe again . . .
together.

3Harold Cooke Phillips, Strength for Service, as quoted in Day by Day: Reflections on the Themes
of Torah from Literature, Philosophy, and Religious Thought, Rabbi Chaim Stern, ed. (Boston: Beacon Press,
1998), 353-54.

5



That kind of enduring strength offers us another gift of waiting which is
the opportunity to do what Father Richard Rohr calls, “Beholding.”4  Beholding
is the practice of paying attention to what is before you and all around you. 
It is also the practice of expecting there to be something special in what you
discover.  It might be the beauty of an iris unfolding her purple or yellow arms
to the sun.  It might be the joy of children’s laughter, a text from a dear friend,
or the comfort of a beloved’s smile.  Beholding might reveal the ancient
secrets of nature, the simple delight of a morning cup of coffee, or the
profound ways that God really is present in the world.  We might discover that
faith and science do walk hand in hand most days or that a phone call or plate
of goodies left on the porch means more than we often realize.  We may learn
some things about our community we would rather ignore and discover that
we can help to make those things better.  Some of the truths of life are not
readily accessible within the walls of a sanctuary, so we might want to wait a
while in order to behold all that God is doing in our little lives.

Jesus told his earliest believers to wait until God empowered them from
on high.  I don’t think that necessarily meant the miraculous kinds of things
the Gospel of Mark suggests we might do.  I think God’s power is much more
profound.

On Thursday, Dorrie Wright shared a beautiful devotion with us
centered on the story of a family who donated their dying son’s heart so that
another person might live.  A year later, the recipient of the heart asked his
medical team to record his heartbeat.  A few weeks after that John Reid, the
father of the young man who had died, received a package which contained
a Build-a-Bear with a note that read, “Press the Teddy Bear’s paw for a
message.”  It was his son’s heartbeat!5  Imagine what a gift it was to hear and
know his son’s heart was still beating with life.

One of the benefits of our waiting during this time is so that we might
behold the heartbeat of God in the world.  Where do you hear it?  What
rhythm does it keep?  Where does it indicate life?  Where does that heartbeat
guide you in order for you to discover your true purpose on this earth? 
Whether we are in a church building, on our back deck, or eventually back out
in a busy and crowded world, I think we will all discover that our calling is to
be God’s gift to the world–allowing other people to hear the heartbeat of God
within us.

4Richard Rohr, Just This (London: SPCK, 2017), 99-101.

5Dorrie Wright, “God’s Grace in a Teddy Bear,” Reflections by the Lake, (May 21, 2020).
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In her devotion on Friday, Nancy Berry reflected on the beautiful hymn,
“In the Bulb There Is a Flower.”  Facing her husband’s death and that all-too-
familiar period of waiting that we know as grief, Natalie Sleeth beheld the core
truth of life that “in our end is our beginning.”6  We know that the end of Jesus’
time on earth–his ascension–was not the end of the story.  It offered a pause
which led to the birth of the church, the spread of the gospel, and new life for
us all.  During these days, what are you waiting for?

6Natalie Sleeth, “In the Bulb There Is a Flower,” Chalice Hymnal (St. Louis: Chalice Press, 1995), 638.
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May 24, 2020 Prayer of Thanksgiving and Intercession

There is often a pause when we begin our prayers, O God, a holy
moment when we dare to step into the sacred space which you inhabit. 
Seldom do we realize that this little pause actually enables you to step into
our sacred space and sit beside us.  How grateful we are to share the space
wherever we are.

Today we dare to breathe a little easier as the coronavirus restrictions
begin to ease.  We are not dropping our guard, but we are allowing our hope
to inflate a bit as we continue to hope for a day when this nightmare pandemic
will be over.  Until then, keep us vigilant, we pray.  Remind us that we shelter
in place and wear masks not for ourselves alone, but for everyone else as
well.

We continue to pray for healing and health for all people.  We pray for
strength, stamina, and resilience for all medical personnel and the people who
keep our world spinning.  We pray for wisdom and courage for the people on
whom we depend for our guidance through this crisis.  And we pray for hope
for us all.

Continue to comfort the brokenhearted, to calm anxious hearts, to
reassure anyone in the grip of fear, and to keep all of us steady and focused. 
Help us all to provide the essentials of life to our most vulnerable neighbors
and to do so with glad and generous hearts.  When it seems that we are shut
off from the world, open us to all of the goodness and grace that permeate
this earthly home of ours.

This weekend we remember all of the people who have served on our
behalf in the various branches of the military.  In particular, we offer gratitude
for the ones who offered their lives for our sake and the gift of freedom.  Bless
their memory and bless those who continue to hold it dear.

Thank you, O God, for not abandoning us during this most difficult time
but remaining with us through the gift of your Spirit.  Open our eyes and ears
and hearts that we might behold how truly near you are and welcome your
presence with us.  Open our lives so that through us, the world might hear
your heartbeat of hope.  In the name of the Living Christ, we pray.  Amen.


