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“Sent Out to Serve” 
Scripture:  Acts 1:1-11, 15-17, 21-26 

  

 Waiting is hard.  Those in between times, when something has changed, and you 

know something new is happening but you don’t really know what it will look like or how 

it will work.  In many respects we are in that kind of time right now.  More and more 

people are being vaccinated although we seem to have hit a plateau; infections from 

COVID continue, but the numbers are dropping, yet not as quickly as we would like.  A 

couple of days ago the CDC said that people who are fully vaccinated do not need to 

wear masks either outdoors or indoors, but people who are not vaccinated should but 

how do we know whether someone is vaccinated or not? States, businesses, churches 

and individuals all need to take time to process what is happening and we continue to 

ask, how do we help keep those who are cannot be vaccinated safe?   

 My second-grade grandson just had three baseball games or practices cancelled 

this week because someone on the team tested positive during the in school routine 

COVID testing.  He wants to know when he can plan on having baseball and not wait 

each day to find out if someone has tested positive.  He’s not alone in that question, is 

he?  

 We are kind of in a pivot point but still not sure what the future holds and what it 

will look like.  That’s true for this congregation as well, apart from Covid, as I prepare to 

retire and a new pastor prepares to come.  It’s true as this weekend we are testing out 

what an in-sanctuary service will look like as we continue our on-line services and 

continue to follow guidelines about no in-person singing and other precautions to try to 

keep this as safe for all persons as we can.   

 The ascension of Jesus was a pivot point for the disciples and the followers of 

Jesus.  Ascension meant that Jesus would no longer be with them physically, but he 

kept trying to explain to them that he would send the Holy Spirit to them; that he would 

be present with them through the Spirit.  That although physically absent, he would still 

be with them in all times and in all places. 
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 Ascension is the event that takes the focus of Christ’s ministry from him and what 

he did and pivots to those who followed him.  From this day forward, Jesus would no 

longer be present to preach the good news, to heal the sick, to feed the hungry.  From 

now on, the responsibility for this would belong to the disciples – and to us.   

 That was scary enough for the disciples.  But now, Jesus also told them that this 

mission, this ministry, this work was stepping up a big notch.  It was going global!  We 

continue to become more aware of living in a global world and that what happens in one 

area can have profound effects upon people all around the world.  But this was not the 

world view of the disciples.  Most of them were focused on Jerusalem or the nearby 

surrounding areas.   

 It’s easy to focus on the area and the people who are familiar to us.  It’s much 

more comfortable to do something to help our neighbor or a relative or friend we know, 

than to help a stranger.  It is often easier for most churches to focus on the people in 

their congregation or their immediate neighborhood than it is to go to the people and 

places we don’t know.  It’s easy for us here at Wesley, on the top of a hill, to become 

isolated and we have to be intentional about not doing that.  

 Suddenly Jesus’ message as he was leaving them to face the future without him 

physically beside them was that they were to preach the good news not only in 

Jerusalem, but also in their nation Judea, and to people unlike them, the Samaritans, 

and even to the people they couldn’t even imagine, people all around the world.  This 

Holy Spirit thing that was going to come to them better be immensely powerful if they 

were going to do this. 

 It’s hard to go off the hill sometimes.  But just as Jerusalem was the place from 

which they began their ministry and mission, the hill on the church is the launching pad 

for us to move beyond our comfort zone and out into the world.  The disciples had been 

sent out before, but they had always returned to Jesus.  We generally need a place to 

which we can return.  Our church building, our sanctuary can and often is that for us.  It 

is the place where we are fed, nurtured, empowered, and then sent out – sent out to 

serve in other places with other people.   

 Our Ministry Action Plan developed over the last couple of years offers some 

examples of how we hope to do that.  Some of that really looked into the future.  Much 
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of it was put on hold during this past year of pandemic and staying home.  However, we 

have found some ways to reach out.   

 We have provided some thank you meals to staff at the Aldersbridge 

communities of health care facilities.  We provided a meal to workers at a clinic in 

Providence.  We sent snacks to the fire departments in our town.  We began a 

partnership with the Northern Rhode Island Food Pantry and each month collect specific 

food items that when combined with the donations from others help feed 300 – 400 

families in our area.  

 These were not part of our original Ministry Action Plan; but they were needs that 

we learned about during the pandemic and were small ways that we could support 

those who were providing front line care and service during the pandemic. 

 After Jesus’ departure, there was an urgent need for some continuity to their 

mission and they were desperately in need of being empowered.  The Holy Spirit was 

the only source, the indispensable resource that would make this possible. Despite 

Jesus telling them this, they didn’t yet really know it or understand it. 

 So, after Jesus left them, at first, they stood and just watched in awe and maybe 

even hoping that Jesus would suddenly return again.  But then they went to the room 

where they had been gathering and they spent much time together in prayer.   They 

were taking the first steps to becoming people who would follow Jesus’ way without him 

being physically present.  They prayed.  I imagine that their prayers were those really 

heartfelt prayers like, “Help us.  We don’t know what to do.  We’re trying not to be 

scared but we really are.  Show us what to do.”  

 They probably also talked a great deal about what to do and how to do it, and 

what they were feeling.  And then they prayed some more.   Prayer is always the 

appropriate context for making decisions about the church, about its leadership, and 

about its mission. Prayer shows that the church looks beyond itself for guidance and for 

direction.   Prayer is the way that we open ourselves to the inspiration of the Holy Spirit.  

It is the way that we open ourselves to listen to what God wants us to do and to share 

that with others.  Prayer is essential to any decision, any step forward that the church is 

going to take.   
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 As they prayed, and as they talked, they also realized that they needed to attend 

to some very practical even mundane tasks if they were going to be able to continue 

what they were doing.  They needed to have some organization to what they were 

doing.  Judas, who had betrayed Jesus and was no longer with them, had been their 

treasurer.  He was the one who held the purse strings and paid for food, lodging, and 

any other needs.  

 His absence created another hole in their daily functioning.  Judas needed to be 

replaced.  So, in their prayers, they determined the job description, if you will; what 

qualifications the person needed to meet.  One of the most important to them was that it 

had to be a person who had actually known Jesus and had been with them pretty much 

from the beginning.  

 They proposed two names and took those names into prayer, asking God to 

show them which person should be chosen.  This church has been waiting for some 

time to find out who the new pastor would be when I retire at the end of June.  It’s really 

hard to wait.  It’s hard to trust someone else to make that decision, but that is what we 

do in the United Methodist Church. 

 Wesley was my home church.  The congregation of 30 years ago here is the one 

that sent me out into parish ministry.  Prior to returning home here 5 years ago to be the 

pastor, I spent the previous 8 years serving as a member of the Bishop’s cabinet in our 

conference.  I was one of those people sitting around the table making the decisions 

about which pastor would go to which church.  

 As we have been waiting here, I have been remembering how challenging that 

was.  Some of you will remember a song that included the line, “Fools rush in where 

angels fear to tread.”  I always wanted to be sure that in the appointment process we 

were not being fools because the appointment process is one in which I believe even 

angels tread cautiously.  Every appointment affects not only the life of the pastor, and 

his or her family, but the lives of everyone in a congregation and the people living in the 

area.  The appointment season was great for my prayer life because it meant I was 

praying constantly.  We were always asking the Holy Spirit to lead us to the right person 

for a particular congregation.  What seemed most obvious was not always the right 
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decision.  Often, we couldn’t see anything that made sense and felt right, and our 

prayers were almost desperate and filled with trying to wait patiently for guidance.    

 I remember one night when after a long day, we had been really struggling to find 

the right appointment for a particular church and we were getting nowhere.  That night I 

received a message from a person who was not currently serving in a local church 

saying that she was looking to leave her secular employment and would be open to an 

appointment.  Everything felt right about her, except that we would be asking her to 

move from one end of the conference to the other. 

 When I raised her name the next morning, it was like a light bulb lit up over all of 

us.  She was the right person, but would she be willing to move so far?  The Holy Spirit 

had been very busy, I guess, because when we told her about the appointment we 

wanted her to take, she was excited.  She had spent summers in that area as a 

teenager and was very willing and eager to return there these many years later.  

 We now know that the new pastor here at Wesley will be Michele Melia.  As I told 

you last week, I spent a couple of hours talking with her.  I think the cabinet has been 

faithful in prayer and that Pastor Michele will be a good companion and partner in 

ministry for you here at Wesley.  During the 50+ years that we have been here on this 

hill, there have been several pastors.  There are some people who have been here for 

the entire time we’ve been here.  There are many who came for a season and left.  A 

good number of people have died through the years, and other people have come. 

Together you have prayed and found the places where the talents and skills of 

individuals either filled in gaps in the ministry here or inspired and created new ideas 

and new ways of being in ministry.  There has been a long line of partners in ministry. 

 When Jesus ascended to heaven, he told his disciples to wait until the Holy Spirit 

came to them and then they would go out and serve not only in their local area but in 

areas around them and then even to the ends of the earth.  Next week is Pentecost 

when we celebrate the coming of that Holy Spirit to empower them and us.  Today we 

may remember a little more what it is like to be in an in-between time, a waiting time, 

but not a time of passively waiting and doing nothing.  It is a time of prayer, of attending 

to those things to which we can attend, and continuing to seek the guidance of the Holy 
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Spirit who testifies and witnesses in our lives to who Jesus was, who Jesus is, and who 

Jesus will always be in the future as we walk together in ministry.  

 Let us pray, beginning with a prayer from Teresa of Avila from the 16th century.  

Let us pray: 

 “God of love, help us to remember that Christ has no body now on earth but ours, 

no hands but ours, no face but ours.  Ours are the eyes to see the needs of the world.  

Ours are the hands with which to bless everyone now.  Ours are the feet with which he 

is to go about doing good.” 

 Loving God, use our hands, our feet, our eyes, our ears, and even our mouths to 

do your work as you have sent us out to serve, in your name.  Amen.     

 


