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“Stop Looking Up!” 
A Sermon Preached by Frank Mansell III 

Western Boulevard Presbyterian Church – Raleigh, NC 
May 29, 2022 – Ascension of Jesus 

 
Acts 1: 1-11 
  

I love watching hot-air balloons float through the sky.  I remember as a youth in 
West Virginia there was an annual summer festival in Charleston which included a hot-
air balloon race.  They would float over my parents’ house and seemed close enough to 
touch.  We would go over to where they took off, and it was beautiful to see the bright, 
vivid colors set against the early-evening sky.  Your attention couldn’t help but be drawn 
upwards to the sky. 
 And yet, as with other things in life, when something impressive happens in the sky, it 
does not last forever, and our attention must be drawn back to earth.  On this day when we 
remember the ascension of Jesus from earth into heaven, we are met with a similar set of 
feelings.  For while the disciples looked into the heavens watching their leader depart their 
midst, they are asked by two angels, “Why do you stand looking up toward heaven?”  The 
ascension of Jesus is not just a time to celebrate his earthly rule.  It also is a moment to consider 
the church’s role of serving in his name.  Even though this is the end of his earthly life, it is the 
preface to the story of his body – the Church – continuing God’s work in the world. 
 In Acts, we find Jesus preparing to part ways with his disciples after the resurrection.  
Once they were all gathered together, the disciples asked Jesus if this was now when he would 
“restore the kingdom to Israel?” (1:6).  Jesus says no, that is not for us humans to know.  But 
what was important was for them to know that someone was coming to help them during their 
time apart: “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” (1:8).  
Because they believed in him as their Lord, before he was crucified, they would receive God’s 
Spirit to minister in Christ’s name now that they would be apart. 
 One thing that can happen whenever we part ways is that discord and dissension can fill 
the void.  It can either be when a leader who has held a group together leaves, or when a group 
is dispersed across a wide area and no longer remains in close touch.  Such an absence of 
leadership or unity can cause confusion, resentment, and division.  We see it in our community 
whenever an election forces a change in leadership, or an organization chooses someone new 
to lead it.  We see it in the church, as across a wide span people become divided on issues of 
sexuality, social justice, evangelism, and leadership.  Division can be very prevalent when 
people part ways. 
 Perhaps that is why Jesus also prays for unity for his disciples.  In the Gospel of John, 
Jesus prays: “Holy Father, protect them in your name that you have given me, so that they may 
be one, as we are one” (17:11).  Also in John, we hear Jesus say: “As you, Father, are in me and I 
am in you, may they also be in us, so that the world may believe that you have sent me” 
(17:21).  Jesus knew that in his departure, there would be much uncertainty, which ultimately 
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leads to discord.  He prayed for unity, for harmony, for cooperation to those who would carry 
on God’s work on this earth. 
 One commentator notes: Our fellowship with God depends upon our unity, as does our 
witness to the world – we are to be one “so that the world may believe” that Jesus is from God 
and that God loves us. 
 Just before his ascension, Jesus tells his disciples that they will receive power from the 
Holy Spirit to bear witness to him.  Reading Acts alongside John, we may surmise that the Spirit 
empowers us not only for proclamation but also for unity.  When we fail to embody in our 
communities the peaceful reconciliation that is salvation, when we fail to restore unity, our 
words about Jesus appear hollow.  The solidarity of the church not only enables our witness, it is 
our witness . . . 
 Our calling is not only to proclaim God’s reconciliation but also to live it.  Lacking that, 
our mission to the ends of the earth will appear redundant, reinforcing a division that the world 
already knows.  Better all blindfolded than only one; better yet, all eyes open to the God who 
makes us one (Scott Bader-Saye, “Long Division,” Christian Century: April 24 – May 1, 2002: 16). 

 At the end of Luke’s Gospel, Jesus says to his disciples: “You are witnesses of these 
things.”  When Jesus tells his disciples this, he is calling on them to sign their names on the 
dotted line, saying they will testify to these events as the truth, the whole truth, and nothing 
but the truth.  This is their moment on the stand, and his challenge to them is to not back down 
from believing and telling others what they have seen with their own eyes.  It will not be easy 
to do.  It will be hard for most outside of their circle to accept.  They will be ridiculed, 
persecuted, even put to death on account of being witnesses of these things.  Yet if 
“repentance and forgiveness of sins is to be proclaimed in the name of Jesus to all nations,” 
then it has to start right here, right now. 
 The disciples, however, were not alone in this mission, and neither are we.  That is 
because Jesus promises them the power to do these things, if only they will wait and follow his 
instructions.  “I will send to you what God has promised; stay here and wait for the power 
which will envelope you from on high.”  That is the anointing which awaits them on Pentecost, 
and promises to remain with them always so that Jesus’ presence remains in the world through 
the Body of Christ – the church. 
 So, this is a story about both Jesus and the church.  For as we celebrate the ascension of 
Jesus and his kingly rule, we also are called by him to be witnesses of all these remarkable 
things which have taken place, and which give us the foundations of our faith in God.  It’s easy 
to believe in what we have seen.  But to believe in the claims of our ancestors, the faith of 
saints and apostles before us, who claim to have seen the most remarkable of things – well, it 
takes something more than what we possess ourselves to believe.  It requires the power of the 
Spirit, in which we are clothed, to accept that as truth, and to then spread that truth in our 
witness to others. 
 And the only way to be witnesses to these things is to stop looking up, and start looking 
out in front.  I hear the two angels saying to the disciples and to us, “Stop looking up there for 
him – he’s gone.  He wants you to focus back on where you are, and how you are going to 
witness to his acts of love.  You can’t do that by simply waiting for him to come back to earth.  
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You must look out in front of you where you are, and find those in the most need.  Stop looking 
up, and start looking out.” 
 Sometimes we have to stop looking up, waiting on Jesus to come back and fix 
everything.  Sometimes, we have to stop looking down, our eyes fixed on the ground, as we are 
despondent over what is happening in our world, wondering if God is still with us. 
 Debbie and I were in Princeton, New Jersey, this week for our 25th Class Reunion from 
seminary.  It was a joy to see friends and family, to be fed by meaningful worship and lectures 
and workshops, and to be back in a place that was deeply formative for us both. 
 Tuesday afternoon we had just listened to Dr. Kate Bowler from Duke Divinity School 
share her keynote address with us, and we were uplifted and joyful as we considered her 
powerful message.  Then, over the course of the next several hours, the news started coming 
in.  Another mass shooting.  At a school.  Innocent children in their classroom killed, their 
teachers murdered.  It was a terrible nightmare repeating itself.  I remember it felt like darkness 
just shrouded the bright sun in the middle of the day.  I felt my shoulders, my countenance, my 
heart just fall and droop in sadness and despair.  My eyes were focused downward, to be sure. 
 The next morning, we gathered as a community for our closing worship service in the 
Seminary Chapel.  And it was in that space that our collective eyes were lifted, and the Spirit 
directed us to look ahead for what needed to be done next.  We lit candles of remembrance for 
those killed in Uvalde.  We heard God’s Word preached by the Rev. Sheree Jones, who recalled 
that in the African-American church, often wordless prayer was the way to speak the depth of 
our yearnings to God.  And her message reminded us that while many may feel they have 
earthly power – politicians, the gun lobby, and so on - only God has the ultimate power to bring 
forth God’s Kingdom.  We celebrated the sacrament of the Lord’s Supper, and in so doing we 
received the spiritual nourishment we all needed for the journey ahead. 
 And we sang.  As you all have probably realized, I love to sing in church.  It is one of the 
primary ways I feel moved by the Spirit to worship our living, loving God.  In that space on 
Wednesday morning, as we raised our voices as one, and sang words of lament and praise and 
hope to God, something happened that doesn’t happen often for me.  I couldn’t sing.  I was 
overcome with emotion, and my singing turned to wordless prayer.  But it was not silent – for it 
was uplifted and empowered by the encircling voices of my sisters and brothers in Christ, 
whose eyes and hearts were directed not downward, not upward, but forward to be witnesses 
of the crucified and risen Christ.   
 As we worship and adore God the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit, let us remember the 
disciples’ faithfulness as they waited expectantly for Pentecost.  Just as they were witnesses to 
God’s power, so too are we witnesses to the way God has transformed our lives from the 
ordinary to the extraordinary.  And when we’re not sure we have any words to speak, may we 
rely on the Spirit moving in, around, and through the community we belong to, uplifting us for 
the work we are called to do in the name of our risen Lord. 
 Thanks be to God. Amen. 
 


