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Based on Acts 1:6-14; John 17:1-11 

 

In John’s Gospel, Jesus has not yet been arrested but it is going to happen, very 

soon.  In Acts, we see Jesus just as he is being lifted up and taken out of sight.  Both 

readings involve prayer; upward looks to heaven; and they both talk about Jesus leaving 

the world. 

When Jesus and the Gospel writers use phrases such as ‘the world,’ they mean 

‘the human world that rejected God.’  As we’ve heard before, Jesus may be leaving but 

he’s not leaving us alone.  He says he’ll be back.  When exactly that might be is an issue. 

In the previous chapter in John, Jesus says, ‘In this world, you will have trouble.  

But I have overcome the world.’  And it’s true that the disciples expect trouble.  In the 

evening on that first Easter Sunday, they locked themselves in the upper room for safety.  

Today, after they see Jesus ascend to the cloud, they return to that same room.  These are 

real, flesh-and-blood people with actual names: Peter and John, James and Andrew, 

Philip and Thomas, Bartholomew and Matthew, James son of Alphaeus, Simon the 

Zealot, and Judas (the son of James, not ‘the one destined to be lost,’ as Jesus put in).   

So, we have eleven disciples, Jesus’ mother and brothers, plus some women all 

gathered together in one room.  That is the entire Jesus Movement right there.  It never 

gets any smaller than that. 

And what was the first thing they did when they got back to the room?  They 

devoted themselves to prayer.  Actually, that’s the second thing.  The first thing they did 

was stay together.  A few weeks ago, we heard about two disciples who left the group 

and headed to Emmaus, but when Jesus became known to them in the breaking of the 

bread, they returned to the group, full of energy and new ideas. 

Eleven of them in an upper room are not very many, but the Movement grew.  

They called themselves the People of the Way but in time, non-believers began calling 

them Christians.  And they sometimes came to grief for it.  But they prayed, nonetheless. 
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In my experience, prayer works, even if some feel that praying is a waste of time.  

It doesn’t seem irrational when Jesus does it, especially when it’s on our behalf.  And it 

works even when you don’t know that others are praying for you. 

But still, in John’s Gospel, Jesus prayed for himself and he prayed for us.  And for 

what does he pray?  Jesus said, ‘Holy Father, protect them in your name.’  The writer of 

Psalm 8 asks God, ‘What are humans that you are mindful of them, mortals that you care 

for them?’  How is it that we somehow qualify for God’s divine protection?  How should 

we live up to that? 

Shifting gears, have you noticed the world is a mess?  One could argue that it has 

always been a mess.  With all our wars, pollution, corruption, generally bad behavior, and 

now a pandemic that threatens us all – you name it, humans do it, we’re good at it, and 

we have no one but ourselves to thank for it. 

Our thoughts now are about getting church life back to some semblance of normal 

– and that’s the challenge.  Anne Robertson, executive director of the Mass. Bible 

Society and who spoke here last year, wrote that, “It's becoming clear that the Covid-19 

pandemic will result in fundamental changes to ‘normal’ in all aspects of our lives, 

including our lives as communities of faith...Whatever else our ‘new normal’ will be, we 

are now learning how truly to include everyone.” 

Given what we know about Jesus and the Resurrection, how can we truly say 

what is normal?  There is only the usual and the unusual, and how to balance the two. 

So, the world might be a mess, but we’re in it.  We have to deal with it every day, 

and that now includes wearing face masks when necessary, and by staying virally distant 

from one another – six feet at least, which is hard when you need a hug. 

We’re struggling with how best to resume regular Sunday services and remain 

true to our congregations.  Maybe it would simply be easier to wait for Jesus’ return than 

to start picking up the pieces ourselves. 

In the passage from Acts, there is apparently nothing of interest up in the sky, as 

far as the two men in white robes are concerned.  For them – and they may be angels 

come down from Heaven just for this event –for them, there was no point in looking up at 

the sky.  ‘Men of Galilee, why do you stand looking up towards heaven when the really 

interesting stuff is going on all around you right here?’ 
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Like us, the People of the Way had no idea what lay ahead of them but they had 

an unshakeable conviction that what they believed about Jesus was true, and that what 

they were called to do was fully in line with what God has always called people to do.  

But Jesus’ followers expected Jesus to restore the kingdom of Israel just as we would like 

to restore our world to a happier, probably imaginary, time when we were at peace, 

everything worked as expected, there were no diseases, everyone had a job and a good 

education, and all of our churches were full. 

What they got was Jesus talking about the kingdom of God.  These two kingdoms 

are not at all similar.  Who knows what the kingdom of God looks like?  Is it like the 

Garden of Eden?  And what did that look like?  As the two men in white robes said, 

‘Look around.  The kingdom of God is here now, and it keeps coming to you.’ 

When we say that God’s love is transformative, we mean that God’s love has the 

power to change not only individual lives, but society as a whole.  It’s a tall order, but 

John says we have Jesus praying for us.  Maybe Jesus is praying for God to protect us 

from ourselves, just so we won’t make it any worse. 

On Easter Sunday, Christians say that God raised Jesus and made the whole 

creation new – an extraordinary, transformative claim, one that not everyone buys into.  

But it can’t be refuted, and in our faith and trust in Jesus, we believe it to be true more 

than we can know it to be true.  In this sense, Jesus gives us hope.  Jesus has a love for us 

that just won’t go away, even after he himself ascended into the cloud.  And God is 

looking out for us, even if we forget to look after ourselves. 

Maybe this is what the kingdom of God is: a kingdom built on love, not power; a 

commonwealth of people who would do God’s will here on earth as perfectly as it is done 

in Heaven; a Kingdom characterized by compassion and justice, not privilege and greed. 

Just as the disciples in that upper room found a way to spread the Good News of 

God’s Kingdom, so too are we called not just to spread the word of God’s love in Christ’s 

name but to also live according to the Great Commandment: to love God with our whole 

being and our neighbors as ourselves, to the ends of the earth, and to show that love in 

random acts of kindness.  We are all together in this world.  May we all be one. 

Amen. 


