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Do You Know Where You’re Going To?

Acts 1:3-4, 12-14
3 After his suffering he presented himself alive to them by many convincing proofs, appearing to them during forty days and speaking about the kingdom of God. 4 While staying with them, he ordered them not to leave Jerusalem, but to wait there for the promise of the Father. 

12 Then they returned to Jerusalem from the mount called Olivet, which is near Jerusalem, a sabbath day’s journey away. 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. 14 All these were constantly devoting themselves to prayer, together with certain women, including Mary the mother of Jesus, as well as his brothers.

With apologies to Diana Ross and her lovely song that some of us remember from 1975, as we emerge from our COVID shutdowns and rollbacks, we are all wondering, “Where are we going to?” We know where we’ve come from. We sort of know where we are. We are like my GPS when I first start up my car – it knows where I am, but doesn’t know the direction my car is pointed. So it just makes up my first instruction. “Turn left.” I put the car in Drive, begin moving forward, dutifully turn left, only to discover that it assumed my parked car was pointed the other way, and I hear the dreaded, “Recalculating.” 

Jesus’ disciples find themselves in a similar predicament on this day in Jerusalem – stuck between Jesus’ Ascension, and, well, who knows? Jesus left us a week ago, and told us just to stay here and wait. For what? For how long? He said it wouldn’t be long, but really, we have no idea. It seems that, for him, one day and a thousand years are about the same. What shall we do while we’re waiting? Well, we don’t really know, but praying is always a good idea. So is sticking together. So we find a big room and stay together in it. We list our companions, take attendance. None of us knows where we are going, but wherever it is, we are in it together. We pray. And we wait. 

You may have heard that the letters in the word “Presbyterian” can be rearranged to read “best in prayer.” Would that it were so! We are more likely to call a committee meeting when we don’t know which way to turn. Or perhaps do a book study or Bible study. All of these are good. But what about prayer? All of the significant breakthroughs in my personal vocational life, and in the life of the organizations I have served, have risen from the soil of prayer. Not just a perfunctory prayer, but seasons of prayer, of dwelling in the Word together. 

In Fall 2019 during our annual pastoral staff retreat we read together a brand new book by Susan Beaumont, How to Lead When You Don’t Know Where You’re Going. (See? We do book studies – we are Presbyterian after all!) It seemed like an apt title for a church leadership group in our place and time. Little did she, or we, imagine that within three months we would be thrust into a worldwide pandemic that would upend everything in our world, including how we do church. We had no idea how encompassing our “not knowing where we were going” was soon to become. 

We still don’t know where we are going. We have some hunches, but nothing certain.
 
· Will people who stayed away from church during the pandemic return? 
· Will it be necessary to continue offering online worship even after church has fully reopened? 
· Will it be safe to gather unmasked when some of us are vaccinated, but others are not? 
· Will we still need our buildings, some of which cost a ton to maintain, after learning how to be church apart from our buildings?  

These questions, and more, make us uncertain what our future will look like, and how long we’ll be on the road to “the new normal.” 

And so the disciples, after Jesus’ ascension, waited. And waited. They took care of some business while they were sequestered in prayer. They had a fresh vacancy due to losing Judas, so they elected a new elder – evidently they were the first Presbyterians! 

But they still had no idea where they were going.

And here’s the point: They didn’t need to know where they were going. God was with them. God was leading, and that was all that mattered. Their task was simply this – stay put. Set aside all efforts to manufacture their own destiny. 

Back to Susan Beaumont, who observes that when we are uncertain about where we are headed, “we have clarity only about our past. This condition can invite an unhealthy relationship with the past. The temptation is to glamorize our glory eras.” Sound familiar?

Beaumont notes that too many leaders are in danger of defining this era of ministry in terms of loss or failure. The antidote, she says, is not to figure out what’s trending and align with it, but to become more attuned to the work of the Spirit that is timeless amid this twilight zone between the times. This we know right now – God is with us. Rely on it. Rest in it. Be attentive to it. 

Consider the discipline of those who waited together in prayer those days after Jesus departed. We know that Pentecost happened. Of course it was easy to wait for that! And it was just ten days. Piece of cake! But they had no idea it was coming, or when it would arrive.

What lies ahead for us, as we seek to chart our way forward? Back to gatherings in which we celebrate rather than avoid a full house. Back to life without masks and social distancing. Back to regular presbytery meetings. 

Back. Back. Back.

But is our way forward really about going back? What is the new, unprecedented, unimagined place to which the Spirit is leading?

Nothing in the Hebrew Scriptures, nor in their time with Jesus, prepared the disciples for what happened on Pentecost. Such an event was utterly unprecedented. Unimaginable. Rushing winds. Tongues of fire. People from around the world hearing the Gospel in their own language. They could never have pictured Pentecost. 

Yet it happened. Only God could make it happen. They could never have made it happen even if they knew fully what lay ahead.

What unprecedented ways of God’s Spirit will we be called to embrace in this time and place? We will know God’s new thing for us only as we:

1. Stay together.
2. Pray together.

Repeat after me: Stay together. Pray together.

So simple.

Yet so difficult.

And so necessary.

In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit. Amen!
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