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Last week Cornell West gave the commencement address to Simmons College’s class of
2026. He talked about how the black community is used to difficulties, having endured 400
years of slavery, segregation, racial profiling, systemic and structural racism, and so many more
atrocities. He says today’s evils are not shocking or that much different from the rest of their
history. But then he goes on to say, “It’s very important for us to keep in mind that we must
never be obsessed or preoccupied with the evils coming at us. We've got to be grounded in
what sustains us, so we're fortified in the face of the evil. If you are obsessed with what is to
come, you will be reacting every minute of your life... and when it's actually time to fight [you'll
be] depleted.” It was a beautiful message to our HBCU’s newest graduating class. But it’s a
wonderful message for us, too. And one that lines up perfectly with this story of Jesus’s
ascension.

Our passage today comes from that strange and holy moment between resurrection
and Pentecost. Jesus has risen, the disciples have seen him alive, hope has returned after
despair, and yet, nothing feels settled.

The disciples ask Jesus, “Lord, is this the time when you will restore the kingdom to
Israel?” It is such a human question. “When will things finally be made right?”
“When will peace come?”
“When will suffering end?”
“When will we know what comes next?”

And Jesus, characteristically, does not give them a straight answer or a schedule.
Instead, he redirects them. Do not spend all your energy trying to predict God’s timetable. Pay
attention to the work God has placed before you. “You will receive power when the Holy Spirit
has come upon you; and you will be my witnesses.” Not spectators or fortune tellers. Not
people standing around staring into heaven. Witnesses.

And then Jesus ascends. The disciples stand looking up until two messengers ask them,
in effect, “Why are you still standing there?” Because there is work to do here and now. This is
one of the great tensions of Christian faith. We believe in God’s kingdom. We pray, “Thy
kingdom come.” We trust that Christ will ultimately reconcile all things. But Acts reminds us
that while we wait for the fullness of God’s reign, we are not called to passive waiting. We are
not called to sit looking at the heavens.

We are called to faithful living. The disciples don’t yet know exactly what will happen at
Pentecost. They don’t know how the church will grow. They don’t understand how difficult the
road ahead will become.



But they do know what Jesus taught them:

They know he taught them to love their neighbors.

To feed the hungry, forgive enemies, welcome the outsider, care for the poor.

To heal the wounded, pray together.

To bear one another’s burdens.

And so they return to Jerusalem and gather together.

And that matters. Before the preaching. Before the miracles. Before the growth of the church.
There is community.

“They were constantly devoting themselves to prayer,” scripture says, “together.”
The church begins not with power or prestige, but with people who stay together. That feels
especially important for us today. Because we live in a culture that prizes independence, self-
sufficiency, and individual success. People are often taught that needing others is weakness.
Communities fracture easily and loneliness has become one of the defining realities of modern
life. But the church was never meant to be a collection of isolated believers who happen to
worship in the same building once a week. The church is a body, and bodies depend on every
part. When one part hurts, the whole body feels it. When one part rejoices, the whole body
rejoices. When one grows weary, others help carry the load.

This is part of the work Jesus gives us on earth: supporting one another in love.
Not because life is easy, but precisely because it is not. Some of us are carrying grief that few
people can see. Some are anxious about the future. Some feel exhausted. Some are caring for
aging parents, struggling with illness, navigating uncertainty, wondering how to hold onto hope.
And the witness of the church is not that Christians have all the answers. The witness of the
church is that no one walks alone.

The disciples in Acts did not yet have clarity about the future, but they had each other.
They prayed together, waited together, encouraged one another; and in that waiting, the Spirit
was already shaping them into the church. Because the holy work of the church happens
quietly” A meal delivered, a hospital visit, a prayer offered, a hand held at a funeral, a teacher
listening to a child, a friend showing up when life falls apart.

These are not small things in the kingdom of God. These are the very practices Jesus
taught. Which is perhaps exactly what Jesus meant when he said, “You will be my witnesses.”
Because the world does not only hear the gospel through words. The world sees the gospel
when people care for one another with compassion, dignity, patience, and mercy.

We often speak about being “the hands and feet of Christ.” That language comes alive in
passages like this one. Jesus has ascended, but the work of love continues through his people.
We are not called to escape the world. We are called to serve in it.



To build communities of justice and mercy, to stand alongside the vulnerable, to
practice reconciliation, to nurture faith in one another, and to remind people they are beloved
children of God. There is work to do on earth. Holy work. Not glamorous work or easy work, but
kingdom work. And none of us are meant to do it alone.

| love that Acts names the people in the room: Peter, John, James, Mary, and others.
Real people. Imperfect people. People who misunderstood Jesus at times, failed at times,
doubted at times. And yet God used them. That should encourage us because the church has
never depended on perfect people. The church depends on the faithfulness of ordinary people
willing to pray together, love together, and serve together.

So perhaps the question for us today is not: “When will God fix everything?” Perhaps
the question is: “How is God calling us to live faithfully right now?” If we are always worrying
about what might come or if we are preoccupied or obsessed with the evils that are out there,
we can’t be grounded enough to do the work that is right in front of us. Why are you looking
up? The work is here and now. What burdens can we help carry together? How can we more
fully embody the love Jesus taught? Because while we wait for the fullness of God’s kingdom,
the Spirit is still at work among us. Still gathering people together. Still creating community.
Still teaching us how to love.

And every act of kindness, every shared prayer, every moment of support and mercy
becomes part of the witness of the church. Not standing still and staring into heaven — but
living the gospel here on earth. Amen.



