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Today’s reading from the book of Acts begins with the resurrected Jesus appearing to his disciples for 
the last time before his ascension, before his return to the presence of God. 

Before we jump into this point in the story, let’s think for a minute about what those disciples had been 
through. They had followed Jesus from their hometowns, leaving their lives behind to follow him from 
town to town. They had seen him perform miracles, heard him teach about God and life. They believed 
he was the messiah, the one sent by God to change the world, to bring God’s kingdom of justice and 
peace, to make everything the way it should be.

When they reached the capital city of Jerusalem, Jesus rode into town and crowds of people came out 
to cheer for him, to greet him as a king and savior. The disciples must have thought: Ok, here we go. 
This is what we’ve been waiting for. Now Jesus is really going to show everybody that he’s the messiah.
Now he’s going to set the world straight.

But what happened? Jesus was betrayed by one of his own inner circle, arrested, executed. And the 
disciples’ dream of the world being put right – it died with him.

Until a group of women went to Jesus’s tomb and found it empty. Until the disciples saw Jesus – 
resurrected, alive – with their own eyes. Touched him with their own hands. Now they must have 
thought: Now this is is it. We didn’t know this is what we were waiting for, but this is it. Jesus has been 
raised from the dead. This is even better than we thought. Now he’s going to set the world straight. 

They had been on this journey with Jesus for so long. They were so hopeful that they’d finally see what
they’d been waiting for.  But by the time of today’s reading, it had been forty days since they’d first 
heard that Jesus had been raised from the dead. Maybe they were getting impatient. And so they finally 
just asked  Jesus: “Lord, is this the time when you will restore the Kingdom to Israel?” It’s kind of like 
they were asking, “Are we there yet?!”

What was Jesus’s answer? It starts like this: “It is not for you to know the times or periods that the 
Father has set by his own authority.”

N. T. Wright – a bishop in the Church of England and a Bible scholar – points out that many people 
have read this passage and gotten Jesus’s answer all wrong. He says:

It  would  be  easy  to  imagine  that  what  Jesus  (and  Luke)  meant  at  this  point  was
something like this: “No, no, you’re dreaming of an earthly kingdom, but I’m telling
you about a heavenly one. You think what matters is reorganizing this world, but I’m
preparing you for the next one. What counts is not what happens in this world of space
and time, but where you’re going to spend eternity. I’m going off to heaven, and you
must tell people how they can follow me there.” From that point of view, the answer to
“Are we...there yet?” is “No, we’re not going there at all, actually.”



Sounds like a pretty familiar interpretation, doesn’t it? But, as Wright says, “This certainly isn’t what 
Luke [or Jesus] means.” Instead, Wright thinks that when Jesus said “It is not for you to know the 
times...that the Father has set...” he means

that [the disciples] won’t be given a [schedule]. In terms of the children in the car [asking
“Are we there yet?!”], he is telling them that they simply aren’t going to have a sense of
where they are on the calendar of God’s unfolding purposes. But what he goes on to say
hints at something different. “You will receive power...and you will be my witnesses,
from here in Jerusalem to the ends of the earth.”1

In other words: the full picture wasn’t complete yet, and the disciples were not going to know when it 
would be. But the process had been started. The messiah had come. Jesus had been proclaimed king not
only of the Jews, but of the whole world.  And that meant this his disciples had work to do.

In their time and place, when a new king ascended to the throne, messengers would be sent off through 
out the king’s territory, out to its farthest corners. They would spread the news that there was a new 
king, a new authority. Local leaders would swear allegiance to the new king. Maybe the king would 
include a message about what his reign was going to be like for the people.2

That’s what Jesus was telling his disciples to do. That’s why they were receiving power from the Holy 
Spirit; that’s what Jesus meant when he said, “You will be my witnesses in Jerusalem, and in all Judea 
and Samaria and to the ends of the earth.” Jesus was saying: “No, we’re not there yet – I’m not taking 
over the world or even Israel, and I’m not yet setting all things right – but I am King. And things are 
going to change around here. And all over the world.”

I’ve just taken you through a lot of Bible study and history from a faraway place a long time ago. But I 
think this is a lot like the story in our own moment, right here and now.

Think back to that question the disciples asked Jesus: “Lord, is this the time?” Isn’t that exactly what 
we’re all asking today?

Is this the time when we’ll be able to go out in public again? Is this the time when I can go back to 
work? Is the the time when I can go back to the grocery store, to the gym, to my friend’s house, to my 
favorite restaurant? Is this the time when we can go back to something at least close to normal? Is this 
the time when we can stop being afraid? ARE WE THERE YET?!

As the congregation of St. Andrew, we are wondering when we can go back to being a “normal 
church.” When can we go back to worship in our own building? When can we have Communion? 
When can we go back to meeting with our groups in person? 

And what we’re hearing back is something a lot like what Jesus said to the disciples back then. Jesus 
said, “It is not for you to know the times…”And it certainly feels like it’s not for us to know the times, 
either. Instead we hear lots of projections and guessing, lots of hoping, (unfortunately) lots of arguing 
about whether it’s safe already or not. We don’t get a clear answer, and meanwhile we’re all just doing 
our best to take care of ourselves and one another.

1 N. T. Wright, Acts for Everyone: Part One, (Louisville: Westminster John Knox Press, 2008), Kindle edition, pg. 8.
2 Wright, pg. 8-9.



And so when we ask “Are we there yet? Can we be the church again yet?” at first it feels like what 
we’re hearing is “No.”

But think about the second half of what Jesus said to his disciples so long ago. He said: “...but you will 
receive power when the Holy Spirit comes upon you.” And isn’t that part true for us today, too?
We’re not able to be Church like we have been or like we really want to be – but we are still Church 
right now.

At the ELCA National Youth Gathering a few years ago, my colleague Sara was running games for a 
big room full of teenagers. The teens were all divided into small groups. Sara would yell out a word, 
and then they’d all have to scramble to build an image of that word together. So, like: Sara would yell 
“Circus!” and the teens would all scramble to form something that looked like a tent and an elephant 
and ringmaster out of human beings. And then Sara would pick the most creative group to be the 
winner.

And at one point Sara yelled out: “Church!” So all these groups of teens were using their bodies to 
create the shapes of steeples and crosses, maybe some doors that opened and shut. But Sara didn’t pick 
the three-teenager-high steeple to win, and she didn’t pick the group that thought to include an organ. 
Instead she said: “Any group that didn’t make a building – YOU WIN!”

I thought it was a brilliant little reminder that even though buildings can be so important for worship 
and ministry and community – the Church is not a building. The Church is the people of the God doing 
the work of God: worshiping God wherever we are, going out as messengers of the Jesus the King, 
putting God’s love into action by serving our neighbors.

And maybe this time when we can’t be the Church in a lot of the really essential ways we are used to – 
gathering together physically, worshiping together, celebrating the holy sacrament – well, maybe God 
can still use this time for good by using it as a reminder for us: the Church is not a building. We are the 
Church, no matter where we are. Because the Holy Spirit is more powerful than our circumstances – 
and it is from the Holy Spirit that we get our power to the be the Church.

And I really think this can be great for evangelizing, for sharing who God is and who we are with the 
world. Because instead of us focusing on hearing people say things like, “Wow, look at that beautiful 
church!” and especially not “Look at that packed church!” (Things that we too often use to compare 
ourselves to other congregations, by the way – which is not usually very good for self-understanding or
our work) –  Instead of focusing on those things, we might focus on some other more important, more 
meaningful things people could still be saying about us: “Wow, look at that caring Church.” / “Wow, 
look at that serving Church.” / “Wow, listen to the powerful message of that Church.”

Even a young kid in the back seat of a car will stop asking, “Are we there yet?!” when the journey itself
becomes interesting. And I think we, of all ages, can find that we stop feeling haunted by our own 
versions of “Are we there yet?” when we realize our journey is still interesting, we still have God’s 
work to do, and we still have a lot we can enjoy – even in these long, unclear, difficult times. May God 
make it so. Amen.


