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“Do not let your hearts be troubled. Believe in God, believe also in me.”
These words sit at the very beginning of our reading. As we gather
today our service sits in an interesting place within the Christian year.
Many Christians around the world celebrated the Ascension of Jesus
Christ to the right hand of God last Thursday. Next Sunday is the
celebration of Pentecost! Our service falls between two incredibly
important moments.

Allow me to give some context for anyone who may need a refresher
on these two events. On the day of Ascension, Jesus Christ rose up
into the heavens in order to fulfill promises like the one found in our
scripture reading. Jesus went to prepare a place for us. Christ said that
He was going and that the people would not be left helpless and alone.
This promise was fulfilled by the coming of the Holy Spirit. The Spirit of
truth came into the world and as a people we recall how the Holy Spirit
came down on the day of Pentecost. Next week we will celebrate
Pentecost and the coming of the Holy Spirit with joy!

So, here we are today between two celebrations. Interestingly, both the
Gospel of Luke which we have been reading since Easter and the Acts
of the Apostles which we will read next week gave the same
instructions to the disciples. In Luke 24:49 Jesus says “ 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.” Acts 1:4-5 tells us what
Jesus did just before the Ascension:, “While staying with them, he
ordered them not to leave Jerusalem, but to wait there for the promise
of the Father. ‘This,’ he said, ‘is what you have heard from me; for John



baptized with water, but you will be baptized with the Holy Spirit not
many days from now.’ ” Both books in our Bible tell the disciples to
wait for the Holy Spirit.

Waiting, waiting, and waiting… Personally, I am not a huge fan of
waiting around while doing little. I actually become very antsy when I
have nothing to do, so I would have probably irritated the other
disciples with my impatience. There’s something incredibly difficult
about waiting around for a lot of people. The entire idea of it can get
under your skin.

I point out how frustrating it can be to wait because there’s often two
responses to being forced to wait: frustration and giving up. For many
of us, the idea of waiting reminds us of difficult situations where we
may have been forced to wait in the past. Perhaps we think of
something like waiting at the DMV or sitting while waiting for jury duty.
Perhaps we recall waiting for someone at a restaurant when they are
running late. It can be really frustrating to be patient.

Perhaps as equally frustrating to many of us are the occasions where
we have waited so long that we have practically or actually given up.
While the first response to waiting can be frustrating, the second is
often heartbreaking. A cultural example or two of this kind of waiting in
centuries past might be the woman waiting by the shore for her
husband to return from the sea or the husband waiting endlessly for a
spouse to wake up from a coma or severe illness. The waiting that
might have been aggravating at first festers until it physically wears at
a person.

Such waiting can be heartbreaking to see and worse to experience.
We might whisper to ourselves “I don’t know how they can stand it” or
“I don’t think that I could take that kind of waiting.” Waiting can be one



of the most difficult things to do. It can infuriate a person or break a
person’s heart.

I say all of this and remind you again of a simple fact. This Sunday is a
Sunday that revolves around the idea of waiting. Jesus tells the
disciples to wait in Jerusalem and their wait lasts a short while.
Compared to the agony of Holy Week, I imagine the waiting may not
have been awful compared to the sorrow they endured on Good
Friday, but we still find evidence of waiting being a difficult task. In Acts
1:15-21, we find the disciples waiting around and deciding that they
had better replace Judas Iscariot since he had committed suicide. We
see no evidence of a divine messenger or instructions to do this act
before the Spirit comes. While they might one day rely on the Spirit, we
find them casting lots for a successor. While we do not know exactly
how casting lots functioned, the closest modern equivalent seems to
be flipping a coin. The process was not exactly scientific. Waiting can
be difficult to do.

We would know that waiting can be hard, wouldn’t we? Pentecost has
long since come and gone, but it has been a very long time. We have
been waiting so long for one event in particular that we sometimes lose
sight of the fact that we are talking about waiting on a regular basis.
Have you stopped to think lately about how we talk about waiting every
time that we share communion? What is the mystery of faith? We
respond in our hearts “Christ has died. Christ is risen. Christ will come
again.”

That profession of faith reminds us that we are waiting and many of us
have said it for decades while barely thinking about it. Yes, Christ died!
We know what happened on Good Friday and we talk about it
regularly. Yes, Christ is risen! Jesus rose from the grave! For that
matter, Jesus rose up to heaven! We think about the reality of Christ’s



resurrection in church on a weekly basis. Do we regularly stop to think
about “Christ will come again”? Probably not…

Our hesitancy may make sense. We live in New York State and this
area was at the very heart of religious revival in the early days of our
nation. This land was swept by spiritual movements time and time
again. As this was the European frontier before the lands further west
were settled by Europeans, New York State was a land where people
would go when they couldn’t find space for their own beliefs, their own
movements, or their own religious fervor. This area was a hotbed for
religious attempts at utopian communities and beliefs. This land was
swept by so many religious revival movements that many church
historians call this area the burnt-over region. There is a reason there
is a church in practically every hamlet and why so many churches have
celebrated centennials and bicentennials within a few years of each
other. There were waves of religious fervor sweeping through this area
on a regular basis.

This affects what we are talking about because many of those
movements had predictions about when the world would come to an
end. Time and time again, a date would be set, the date would come,
and then the date would be moved. This happened so often that it was
a joke at the schools where I studied here in New York State. Both the
conservative leaning Roberts Wesleyan College and the progressive
leaning Colgate Rochester Crozer Divinity School practically made a
joke out of the matter. I remember a college professor telling us that
even thinking about saying the world will end on any given date was a
fool’s errand even if it seemed like it would happen tomorrow. So many
people had tried that and failed, so it would be hubris to do the same
lightly. I remember a seminary professor talking about how many
people had wasted so much time and energy on this matter that we
should get our heads out of the clouds and focus on something more



practical and easy to solve like racial justice. If you don’t get that joke,
there’s practically nothing harder to help with than reconciling issues of
racial disparity, but that is comparatively easy when contrasted with
focusing one’s efforts on the end of days.

This region has had a long and difficult history with people claiming to
know when the waiting will end. It has become such an ordeal that
many of us would rather pretend that we are not waiting at all. It
sometimes seems easier to just shake our head, laugh, and put it out
of mind. Who would stand there waiting for so long? What’s the point
after so very long?

The struggle is understandable. I won’t judge anyone for having those
kinds of thoughts. I’ll make a small confession and say that there are
moments I have to rewrite the prayers I prepare because I will write the
prayer with the unconscious assumption that nothing will ever change.
I catch myself praying that God would bless us until we enter the next
life and realize that I haven’t even left room for the possibility that the
waiting could end earlier. I will not judge anyone for waiting so long and
having their hope wane over the course of their lives. There are days
when I have to make the conscious decision to remember.

I won’t judge anyone for feeling this is a strange thing to consider, but I
will say this: the waiting we experience may frustrate, aggravate, or
dishearten us, but we keep the words of waiting for a reason. We are
acting intentionally when we say together “Christ has died. Christ is
risen. Christ will come again.” The belief that Christ will return is a part
of our faith and it does not need to be a part of our faith that we hide
from or pretend does not exist. We can believe that Christ may return
in our lives without building a bunker for armageddon or joining a
commune in the woods. The belief that Christ will return is more than



window dressing. There is life affirming hope to be found within these
words.

While we wait, the gospel of John invites us to several things. First, we
are invited to have faith. We are invited to believe in God and to
believe in Christ. Jesus seems to know that we will face difficulties
while we are waiting. The Gospel of John is generally considered the
last of the canonical gospels to be written down. Each of the four
gospels were written down at different times and in different
communities. Scholars have determined through various methods that
Mark was likely the first written down and John was the last. While
many of the sources used by the four gospels in our Bible are shared,
John is the gospel that emphasizes aspects of Christ’s life that have
seemingly become more and more important over the years.

When John’s gospel invites us to belief and to not allow our hearts to
be troubled, it can be easily inferred that the gospel writers have
experienced difficult moments over the decades since Christ shared
these words. The gospel writers have seen the years come and go.
The gospel writers have seen people come to believe and likely seen
people engage in acts of martyrdom as the Christian faith looked more
and more like a threat to the powerful people in this world. The gospel
writers have seen the ups and downs that occur while waiting and they
record Jesus’ words as a plea to us.

Don’t let your hearts be troubled! Believe in God! Believe in Christ!
There’s a place for you in God’s plan even if you don’t necessarily
know what comes next! We can understand when Thomas says to
Christ: “Lord, how can we know the way? We don’t know where you
are going!” We live centuries and centuries later. For most of us, we
may never see the lands where Christ walked with our own eyes. How
can we follow Jesus if we have never seen Christ in the flesh? Can we



believe a place is being prepared for us if we have never met Christ
face to face?

The Gospel of John goes beyond inviting us to faith. The gospel invites
us into a way of life. We may have never seen Christ, but we have
Christ’s words. Jesus taught that he was the way, the truth, and the life.
We may have doubts in this life, but we also have the words of Christ
to guide and teach us. We have the testimony of individuals who have
studied, prayed, and sought after Jesus. We have a living tradition that
passes down from generation to generation. It may be difficult, but we
have the ability to find faith and to find Christ even in the midst of a
difficult world. It may be difficult but the church has believed for
centuries that there is a way to be found in Jesus Christ.

The ability to seek after Christ does not diminish the challenge before
us. It can be difficult to stand on the theological and moral cliffs of this
world while we wonder where Christ has gone, but we are invited to do
more than wait. For some of us, we have repeated words of waiting so
long that we have forgotten that we are waiting. When we really look at
the promise that Christ will come again, we do have an invitation to
wait, but we also have an invitation to follow.

On Thursday we read that we can’t just sit around staring at the clouds
waiting. If you missed the time we spent together on YouTube, Acts
1:11 finds the disciples staring dumbfounded into the sky after Jesus
ascends until two men who suddenly appear in white robes. They say
“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.” To put it another way, they
tell the disciples to: “Move along! There’s nothing to see here!” Where
are they to go? Well, they are to go back and wait until the Holy Spirit
comes.



As we gather today, the Spirit already came and the Spirit still gives us
what we need for our mission. Just as Jesus taught us that he was the
way, the truth, and the life, the Holy Spirit leads us forward in our
mission to share God’s love. Yes, in many ways we do wait like the
disciples, but while we wait things are slightly different for us. We have
things to do! We are called to be like Jesus and the Spirit enables us to
walk in Christ’s footsteps. We are invited to step forward with boldness
with the understanding that God will give us what we need for each
day!

Amazingly, the last promise in our reading today is perhaps one of the
most intimate in scripture. It can be difficult to wait, painful to wonder,
and challenging to believe. Understanding the nature of the challenge
before us does not diminish the very really powerful difficulties we face.
Waiting and working without a definite end date in mind can be hard.

Into that difficulty Jesus says “In a little while the world will no longer
see me, but you will see me; because I live, you also will live. On that
day you will know that I am in my Father, and you in me, and I in you.”
Think about that last line again. We will know that Christ is in God, we
are in Christ, and Christ is in us.

What a deeply intimate idea. The God of the universe is made flesh in
the person of Christ and that Jesus will be in us and we will be in Him.
The promise is both sacred and holy. In many ways it makes me
speechless to think about what that could possibly mean. To quote the
Apostle Paul in 1 Corinthians 13:12, we will know God even as we are
fully known.

Friends, I know that it is hard to wait. It can be aggravating, frustrating,
and heartbreaking. None of this is easy, but friends… We are not left



as orphans in this world. We are not living out our lives day by day until
we pass to the next life. We live with an abiding and real hope found in
Christ.

I invite you to find that hope within you today. If you cannot find it, I
invite you to do several things. Start praying for God to help you
understand what you are to do and believe in this life. Open your Bible
and read the testimonies found between the two covers. Seek the face
of God and ask questions of both God and the people you trust in the
faith. There are no such things as silly questions unless you are
intentionally trying to annoy someone! If they are sincere questions,
they are not silly. Friends, I invite you to dig deep into the ground of
faith. There is life all around us even after all of these years. I invite
you to plant the hope of God in this land and I invite you to let it grow.
Let us pray...


