
`Acts 1:6-14 

1:6 So when they had come together, they 

asked [Jesus], "Lord, is this the time when you 

will restore the kingdom to Israel?" 

1:7 He replied, "It is not for you to know the 

times or periods that the Father has set by his 

own authority. 

1:8 But you will receive power when the Holy 

Spirit has come upon you; and you will be my 

witnesses in Jerusalem, in all Judea and 

Samaria, and to the ends of the earth." 

1:9 When he had said this, as they were 

watching, he was lifted up, and a cloud took 

him out of their sight. 

1:10 While he was going and they were gazing 

up toward heaven, suddenly two men in white 

robes stood by them. 

1:11 They said, "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." 

1:12 Then they returned to Jerusalem from the 

mount called Olivet, which is near Jerusalem, a 

sabbath day's journey away. 

1:13 When they had entered the city, they went 

to the room upstairs where they were staying, 

Peter, and John, and James, and Andrew, Philip 

and Thomas, Bartholomew and Matthew, 

James son of Alphaeus, and Simon the Zealot, 

and Judas son of James. 



1:14 All these were constantly devoting 

themselves to prayer, together with certain 

women, including Mary, the mother of Jesus, 

as well as his brothers. 

THIS IS THE WORD OF THE LORD. 

 

  



Sermon:  “Staring into Space” 

     You’ve got to wonder how messengers from 

heaven, angels, say, feel about their 

interactions with human beings.  When the call 

comes that something needs to be straightened 

out on earth – brings to mind Clarence in It’s A 

Wonderful Life – do angels wrestle with each 

other for the assignment, or do they suddenly 

try to become very small, like kids in a 

classroom desperately hoping that the teacher 

won’t call on them? 

     This random thought came to me as I read 

the story about Jesus’ ascension into the 

clouds.   At some spot in Jerusalem, the best of 

Jesus’ disciples were gathered – Peter, John, 

James, and Andrew, Philip and Thomas and all 

the rest.  And at this location they watched in 

awe as the resurrected Jesus, whom they had 

seen in the flesh on a number of occasions 

since Easter morning, slowly rose skyward and 

then vanished completely from their sight.  But 

the disciples remain frozen on the spot, 

transfixed, staring into the space that Jesus had 

so mysteriously vacated.  Keep that picture in 

mind for a second. 

     Now do you remember the scene only a few 

weeks before this one, when the women 

gathered at Jesus’ tomb early that first Easter 

and found an empty tomb?  Luke describes the 

women as bewildered as the disciples at Jesus’ 

ascension, as they stood staring into the empty 

tomb, wondering where Jesus’ body could have 

gotten to.  Then Luke writes this, “suddenly 

two men in clothes that gleamed like lightning 



stood beside them.  In their fright the women 

bowed down with their faces to the ground, but 

the men said to them, “Why do you look for 

the living among the dead?  

     Then, at the Ascension, two messengers in 

white robes – do you suppose it was these same 

two angels who caught the duty on Easter – 

appear before the dumbstruck disciples and jar 

them out of their hypnotic state with an equally 

simple question:  “Men of Galilee, why do you 

stand looking up toward heaven?”   

     “Why do you look for the living among the 

dead; why do you stand looking up toward 

heaven?”  In both cases, these are very sensible 

things for the angels to ask.   After all, Jesus 

had told his friends many times that he would 

be resurrected, and he told them repeatedly he 

would ascend into heaven.  Somehow, these 

pretty memorable predictions seem to slip the 

disciples’ mind, and they can’t quite recall 

what Jesus said he would do, and then does.  I 

admit that my memory isn’t what it used to be 

– I can forget what my wife told me to pick up 

at the store by the time I close the front door – 

but I think I would remember someone 

promising a resurrection or an ascension into 

the clouds.  That’s what got me thinking that 

these visitors from heaven may not really enjoy 

their earthly assignments…when they get these 

calls to terra firma they may have the sinking 

feeling they’ve been sent to babysit some 

unruly siblings, and not-too-bright siblings at 

that. 



     But they are true to their task, these men in 

glowing white robes, and they accomplish with 

the women at the tomb and the men gazing into 

the Jerusalem sky what they were sent to do – 

they snap them out of it.  They get their 

attention.  They break their trance.  They 

remind them who they are, whose they are, and 

what they are called to do.  The women 

become the world’s first witnesses to the risen 

Christ, and the disciples receive Luke’s version 

of Matthew’s Great Commission as Jesus tells 

them, “you will be my witnesses in Jerusalem, 

in all Judea and Samaria, and to the ends of the 

earth." 

     What do you suppose heaven’s messengers 

are drawing our attention to these days?  We 

seem to have mastered two of the early lessons 

the angels brought – that Jesus is risen, and that 

he has ascended into heaven to sit at the right 

hand of God.  We remind ourselves of those 

two truths many weeks when we recite the 

Apostles’ Creed.   But that’s not the whole of 

it, is it? 

     A favorite preacher of mine, the late Peter 

Gomes, who held the pulpit at Harvard’s 

Memorial Church for many years, once 

commented on this passage by saying, 

“Ascenion Day is not simply an essay about the 

future.  It is not simply bon voyage to Jesus.  It 

is not simply upward in focus.  It has a 

downward, an earthly dimension as well, and 

that is where we come in, just as did the poor 

old disciples, to collect their wits about them 



once again and set about the dreary task of 

living until the kingdom comes.” 

     Until the kingdom comes…that’s where we 

are.  Still with the tasks that the early church 

had, that unique community we’ve been talking 

about these last several weeks.  The voices we 

have heard speaking to us from the book of 

Acts the whole month of May have been trying 

to get our attention, to snap us out of routine 

and boredom and get us to focus once again on 

the tasks at hand.  Like the hard job of 

remaining a community of faith, resisting 

centrifugal forces that surround and tear at the 

church, threatening its holy koinonia, its 

fellowship.   

     These same voices – Paul and Peter, in 

particular -- have told us about the reality of 

the suffering church, which has many pains 

thrown its way, physical and spiritual.  But 

they have at the same time reminded us of how 

different we are, how unusual our reaction to 

adversity is – as the community that blesses 

instead of curses; as the body that reaches out 

instead of shrinking in; as the congregations 

that acts by the example of Christ rather than 

out of an inflated sense of its own importance.  

And, then, a couple weeks ago, our scriptural 

guides pointed out the virtues of ministering to 

pagans, as St. Peter did in his report to church 

leaders in Jerusalem, and thereby fulfilling 

what Jesus told his gathered friends at the 

Ascension:  in my physical absence, yours are 

the voices, the hands, the ears, and the brains of 

the faith and therefore “you will be my 



witnesses in Jerusalem, in all Judea and 

Samaria, and to the ends of the earth." 

Now, there is something to be said for stealing 

an occasional glimpse skyward, especially to 

the east, where tradition has it is the direction 

from which Jesus will return in the Second 

Coming.  And the angel of today’s reading 

reinforced that when he said, “This Jesus…will 

come in the same way as you saw him go into 

heaven." 

     But as Jesus made clear, that is not meant to 

be our usual posture, staring into space.  For 

we know -- men and women of First Church -- 

there is much work to be done here, right 

before our eyes, in this uncommon community 

that resides in the city of Buffalo, in the county 

of Erie, and by the power and glory of the Holy 

Spirit stretches from this sanctuary to the ends 

of the earth.  Amen.  

 

 

  


