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Acts 1:6-14 

1:6 So when they had come together, they asked [Jesus], “[Master], is this the time 

when you will restore [the rule of God] to Israel?” 7 He replied, “It is not for you 

to know the times or periods that [our God] has set by [divine] authority. 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.”  

9 When he had said this, as they were watching, he was lifted up, and a cloud took 

him out of their sight. 10 While he was going and they were gazing up toward 

heaven, suddenly two men in white robes stood by them. 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.”  

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.  

1   

My brother-in-law Mark was in trouble.  

Mark was an impish and sunny guy, but connections with him had grown rare. He had 

withdrawn. We knew about money trouble, figured that was a part of it. Strain in his marriage; 

that would account for part of it. He had left his home in Atlanta, gone to Florida on a 

construction job, so there was more distance from his family.  

But then Maria, younger sister to Mark and Angela, my wife, went to visit. She reported 

sitting across the table, looking into his handsome deep-set eyes — and later she called to tell us 

her brother was not there; his once lively eyes were now vacant.  

We learned a little, while Mark was still communicating with us. Enough to put it 

together: Mark was in a cult. Suddenly things began to make sense. And they got scary.  

It was a small cult: just four of them. The leader was using classic techniques: controlling 

diet and sleep; playing audio tapes to reinforce a world view that put them up against the rest of 

society, all of us who are living in darkness with no understanding of how powerful and 
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prosperous life can be. A messianic leader, stealthily recruiting. Making plans to purchase an 

island where they would set up a utopian community.  

And, they had Mark.  

We learned more about cults than we wanted to know. How five to seven million people 

are caught in them, in this country. How they prey on the vulnerable: learning to identify 

weakness and longing, and offering security and answers to draw them in.  

2    

Longing. Longing for certainty. Longing to belong. Longing for answers.  

We heard it in the scripture, in the question of the disciples: “Master, are you going to 

reestablish the [the rule of God] in Israel now?”  

Do you hear the longing in that voice? The eagerness for a clear way through the 

messiness of this world? The hunger for your leader to be victorious over others? The yearning 

to shuck off your sense of smallness, powerlessness, inconsequentiality, and finally see that the 

right ones have some power?  

Knowledge is power, and a lot of us want it. But the desire for knowledge and power can 

be corrupting. It opens a way for evil to enter in: real evil, claiming people’s lives.  

“Master, are you going to reestablish the [the rule of God] in Israel now?” Do you hear 

the wistfulness? It is even the first time that Luke records the disciples call him, “Master,” or 

“Lord.” They are talking power talk. Oh, the deep, deep desire that Jesus would finally let loose 

all his power and take over! Finally, after those hard years of ministry, after that terrifying and 

tumultuous last Passover, after the unspeakable brutality of the trial and torture, after the 

unimaginable horror of the crucifixion, after the whole world got turned on its head in the 

resurrection: finally! A chance for Jesus to get on with it, show who’s really in control!  

“Master, are you going to reestablish the [the rule of God] in Israel now?” Will we be the 

party in power, now? Is it finally our turn to call the shots?  

Listen to that voice! That pining for control, for protection, for security. Do you 

recognize that voice? We have heard it so many times, it echoes down the centuries:  

• “We have a right to what’s ours.”  

• “This land is our land, because God gave us what we needed to push aside all 

those Seminole and Chippewa and Lakota and Utes and Iroquois.”  

• “This is our land: you Palestinians never really belonged here.”  

• “This is our land: you Israelis don’t have a right to it.”  

• “This is our club. Blacks need not apply. Jews need not apply. Gays need not 

apply. We’re not prejudiced, we just intend to have this space to ourselves.”  

• “We’ll rule more fairly than the last. Don’t worry: God sent us.”  

• “Looking out for number one.” 

The voices of those who long to be part of the ruling party. 
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“Master, are you going to reestablish the [the rule of God] in Israel now?” Evil takes hold 

of human desire and does terrible things.  

3   

But Jesus answered them firmly: “The choice of times and occasions is up to God, not up 

to you.”  

That is not for you, he says. That is not the reason I came here, not the reason I suffered, 

not the reason I lay down my life for you, not the reason God raised me up again.  

I’m here to tell you today that when the longing for knowledge and power and certainty 

has grabbed hold of someone, when the desire for land or status or position or money has laid 

claim to a person’s soul, when the insistence on answers has possessed a person’s mind, when 

the belief in a worldly kingdom has come to dominate a person’s dreams, it takes a heaven-sized 

force to break through and rescue you and me.  

Just start with this: Jesus is Master. Jesus is Lord. Jesus is the only one who gets the title 

of ruler. The disciples began by saying so: they called him Lord. We do the same: you see 

“Lord’s Prayer” in the bulletin and you know exactly whose prayer we are talking about.  

Now: believe what you have confessed. Who’s in charge? Jesus is in charge, and no 

other. Who’s in charge? The power of compassion. Who’s in charge? The power of mercy. 

Who’s in charge? The power of servanthood. Jesus is Master: and disciples, you know it.  

4   

With my brother-in-law, we got help from a man who survived a cult, himself. He was 

blunt with us: chances were good that we wouldn’t be able to get through. But if we would try, 

there was one approach that might work. So he coached us through what we would have to do. 

Four of us flew to where the cult was holed up in a Florida trailer park. Showed up at the 

door of that dark, shuttered place, unannounced. Doors closed tight and shades drawn against the 

light. They wouldn’t let us see him.  

A sympathetic landlady called the cops; the cop demanded they let us talk to him. After a 

fair bit of drama, we got him alone. And for the next thirteen hours we did nothing but listen to 

Mark and tell him: Mark, we love you. We miss you.  

Not a word about the cult: just that we loved him. Those dark, haunted, empty eyes 

staring at us with such wariness and hostility. Thirteen hours straight of witnessing to love. 

Until late that night, when he began to smile again. When a twinkle came into his eyes. 

And we knew he had let us in.  

We were lucky. 

No: we were blessed. “The choice of times and occasions is up to God,” said Jesus, “not 

up to you.” We were blessed. 

When the desperate longing for place and power has allowed evil to enter into a persons’s  

mind and heart, the strongest people cannot make a dent. The best debater will lose the 

argument. Armies will waste all their ordnance in vain hope of victory.  
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But you will receive all the power you need – more power than you have yet imagined –  

when you allow the Holy Spirit to come upon you.  

And you will know when that happens: when the Spirit gives you the ability to speak 

words of vulnerable love. This is why it makes so much sense that today’s Bible story ends with 

all the disciples praying together. One of the best things to do: pray, and in praying, listen for the 

silent voice of the Spirit, revealed wherever there is love.  

Maybe you noticed, about that scripture story — something that only really registered for 

me this week when we read it together at our Tuesday Bible Breakfast. It’s playing the story of 

the last supper and resurrection, backwards. First, Jesus is raised up. Next, there are two strange 

beings in dazzling white asking the disciples why they are confused, just like the two men did at 

the empty tomb. Next, the whole group goes to Mount Olivet, where Jesus had gone to pray at 

Gethsemane. Finally, they all go to an upper room, like the upper room where they had shared 

the last supper. Jesus’s final direction, to us earth-bound disciples before his heaven-bound exit: 

go back to bear witness to the basic things.  

Back to the place of deep fellowship. Back to the place of sustenance. Back to the place 

where they remembered the great story of God’s liberating all the people. Back to prayer: the 

holy conversation with God.  

That’s what we witness to: God brings us back to prayer, to community, to nurture, to 

deep loving relationship, to liberation from all that tries to bind us.  

We lost Mark to cancer, 18 months ago. So a great sadness abides. But he died in the 

embrace of love — which is the best hope you and I have, as well: a hope we have within reach 

because of the living Word of God, to which you and I are called to bear witness.  

5 We can say to your haunted, possessed brother and sister: come back from that place of 

possession or addiction. I love you. I don’t always get it right, but I love you. Come back home. 

That is the power of Christ witnessing through you.  

We can say to the dispossessed of the earth: I know the One who is All Compassion, and 

he says when your dignity is restored all of us will see the realm of heaven. That is the power of 

Christ, witnessing through you.  

We can say to the lost and the least and the last and the left out: someone I trust told me 

you’re my brother. Someone who loves me enough to die for me told me you’re my sister. Your 

lostness and leastness and lastness and left outness is over, it is past, it is history! You belong! 

That is the power of Christ, witnessing through you.  

We can say to everyone: God loves you just as you are, and loves you too much to leave 

you that way. The power of Christ, witnessing through you. 

It’s time to start living in the Spirit. Time to start living in heavenly love. Time to start 

walking and talking. Time to get started, ’cause we are carrying that Spirit and that Christ power 

with us to the ends of the earth. Time to go: we’ve got witnessing to do.  


