
 
 

 

Looking forward instead of backwards 
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“Why do you stand looking up toward heaven?”  

 

Two men in white robes ask the disciples this question right after Jesus’s ascension.  

 

It seems a silly question – why WOULDN’T they be looking up toward heaven? 

They just saw Jesus float up into the sky and disappear! It would be like asking 

people, “Why are you looking up at the sky?” after the Blue Angels just did a fly by. 

Like, isn’t it obvious? 

 

In the Gospel of Luke, which most scholars think was written by the same author as 

the Book of Acts, two men in white robes appear to the women at the tomb and ask, 

“Why do you look for the living among the dead?” 

 

At that point, the women don’t know yet that Jesus is living. They’re looking for him 

among the dead because they think he IS dead. And if he’s dead, this is the obvious 

place he would be – in the tomb.  

 

There is symbolic meaning in these questions, however. The men in white robes – 

who are often referred to as angels, even though the scriptures don’t call them that – 

are certainly messengers from heaven, bringing a message that carries spiritual 

weight. By asking the women at the tomb why they’re looking for Jesus there and 

asking the apostles why they’re standing there looking into heaven after Jesus 

ascended, they’re asking Jesus’s followers why they are doing the obvious thing.  

 

Why are you doing what everyone else would do in this context? If there’s one thing 

you should have learned by now, it’s that God is always calling us into something 

new and unexpected. In both cases, Jesus’s followers are so focused on what has 

already happened – Jesus’s death in the case of the women at the tomb, and Jesus’s 

ascension in the case of the apostles in today’s reading from Acts – that they aren’t 

looking for the new and unexpected thing that God is doing. They are so focused on 

what was that they have no mental or spiritual space for what will be. 

 

 

 



 
 

 

It’s very easy to do this, to focus our attention on the past rather than on the future, 

because we know what happened in the past. The future is uncertain, and uncertainty 

can be very difficult to handle. We have a tendency to focus on remembering and 

recreating what was because it’s familiar, because it’s safe, and because it protects us 

from the anxiety of facing the uncertainty of the future. 

 

This passage speaks to me in new ways this year as we enter our 10th week of 

sheltering-in-place and many of us are starting to itch for a return to things as they 

used to be – to gathering physically together in the sanctuary at church, to singing 

together, to shaking hands and hugging. Because we cancelled Sunday services the 

week before the shelter-in-place was given, this is the 11th Sunday in a row that there 

have not been services held in our building at 125 Canterbury Drive. It’s probably the 

longest period of time the church building has sat empty in our church’s history.  

 

Right about the time the shelter-in-place order went into effect, a colleague of mine 

shared some pictures on Instagram of printed materials she’d found in her church’s 

archives from the Spanish flu epidemic. In a bulletin dated October 27, 1918, the 

Sixth Presbyterian Church in Pittsburgh published a notice stating, 

 

“It has been suggested by the Council of Churches that Christian people 

conduct family worship in their homes on Sunday mornings at 11:00 a.m. 

during the enforced closing of the churches.”  

 

The Session (the Presbyterian equivalent of a Vestry) provided a copy of a sermon by 

Walter Rauschenbusch and encouraged families to read and discuss it in their homes 

at 11 a.m. the following Sunday.  

 

Four weeks later, a bulletin dated November 10, 1918, begins with the following 

notice:  

 

“After an absence of four Sabbaths from the House of God, due to the 

quarentine restrictions against the Influenza epidemic, we are glad to be back 

in our accustomed places this morning.” 

 

It then goes on to say, “Let us remember in prayer the members of those homes from 

which loved ones have been taken,” and lists four members of the congregation who 

had died over the past month in the epidemic. 



 
 

 

It was oddly comforting, seeing those images right after the shelter-in-place order 

was given. I felt some sense of camaraderie with our brothers and sisters in the 

communion of saints, knowing that we were not the first churches to go through this, 

that there was a precedent of suspending public worship for the sake of public health. 

It also was reassuring to see the bulletin announcement about them returning to their 

“accustomed places” after 4 weeks of quarantine. At the time, the thought of 4 weeks 

without gathering for worship in the church building seemed like a long time. Now, 

on our 11th Sunday outside the building, missing only 4 weeks seems incredibly short.   

 

I went into the sacristy on Thursday to grab the aspergillium (that’s the fancy word 

for holy water sprinkler) to take to the Roaches house to bless them and their new 

home as they move to South Carolina, and as I passed through the vesting room, I felt 

a poignant sense of loss. I stopped for a moment, slid open the clergy vesting closet 

door, and just stared inside. It had been SO LONG since I had stood in that spot in the 

midst of the hustle and bustle of Sunday morning, reaching in for my alb as servers 

and choir and children rushed in and out. I looked up on the wall and noticed that the 

liturgical calendar put there for reference for the choir to know what color to wear 

over their robes was still on March. In the brochure holder outside the Kenny Room, 

there was still a copy of the March 8th announcement sheet, faded from 10 weeks of 

sun exposure.  

 

In those moments, memories flooded my mind: Bart coming around the corner to 

bring me my microphone headset before the 8:00 service, Brody running in before the 

10:30 service and asking me if he could “do a duty” today, giving Eileen a hug in the 

sacristy after learning of a death in her family, Wilma and Cindy cleaning up after the 

service and chatting. The countless conversations and interactions that have taken 

place in that vesting room and sacristy are just as much a part of the “communion” 

that we share in the physical church building as the bread and wine that we share in 

the sanctuary during the Eucharist. 

 

Standing there, flooded with those memories, I felt a profound sense of sadness as I 

reflected on my work with the diocesan re-entry task force. As the task force 

reviewed the guidelines from the state and local health departments, as well as the 

CDC, over the past several weeks, we came to the sobering realization that we might 

not be gathering in person again for a very long time. The data we were working with 

said in-person religious gatherings would not be allowed to resume until Phase 3 of 

the state’s re-opening plan, which required there to be widespread immunity and most 

likely a vaccine. We realized that could be as many as 12 to 18 months away.  



 
 

 

 

We crafted a plan that calls for a slow, phased re-entry approach that allows no in-

person gatherings until Phase 3 of the state’s re-opening process, and even in Phase 3, 

people over 60 are encouraged to continue to stay at home (which is most of the 

congregation!) and those who do come must keep physical distance, wear face 

coverings, can’t sing, and can’t gather and share food over coffee hour. The picture it 

paints of what our re-gathering will look like in its early phases doesn’t feel anything 

like the church we once knew.  

 

The plan is available on the diocesan website, www.realepiscopal.org, and I 

encourage you to read it and familiarize yourselves with it. In the coming weeks, I 

will be convening a parish re-entry team to draft re-entry protocols for physical 

interaction, cleaning, and sanitation when we do get to Phase 3 of the state’s re-

opening process. 

 

The diocese released that plan on May 15 and introduced it to the clergy and wardens 

of each deanery. In the week since, things have heated up politically and Governor 

Newsom is under increased pressure to allow churches to re-open sooner.  

 

A large group of Christians in California plan to hold in-person worship services next 

Sunday, the Day of Pentecost, to protest the shelter-in-place orders. They are framing 

it as a case of religious freedom, but the leadership of the Episcopal Church sees it as 

a matter of public safety.  

 

As you may know, in Sacramento last month, 71 people from the same church were 

infected with COVID-19 after gathering in person in defiance of public health 

regulations.1 This is just one of many examples of how quickly the virus has spread in 

churches that continue to hold in-person gatherings. 

 

The seven Episcopal bishops in the state of California released a pastoral letter on 

Friday stating that we will continue to follow guidance from the state and health 

 
1 https://www.cnn.com/2020/05/17/us/covid-19-mothers-day-church-

exposure/index.html?utm_term=1589798264027887ba5eb811d&utm_source=Five+Things+for+M

onday%2C+May+18%2C+2020&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=207083_1589798264031&

bt_ee=HL%2BihQXRNoUUD1BXFoevoYl3octrAkME9ioKpazlBruE8VBOLivxT7y3QgmE8iJC&

bt_ts=1589798264031 
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https://www.cnn.com/2020/05/17/us/covid-19-mothers-day-church-exposure/index.html?utm_term=1589798264027887ba5eb811d&utm_source=Five+Things+for+Monday%2C+May+18%2C+2020&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=207083_1589798264031&bt_ee=HL%2BihQXRNoUUD1BXFoevoYl3octrAkME9ioKpazlBruE8VBOLivxT7y3QgmE8iJC&bt_ts=1589798264031


 
 

 

departments and not gather in person until it is deemed safe to do so by public health 

professionals.  

 

I wholeheartedly agree with the bishops’ statement, but I also acknowledge that the 

grief is real. We are in the midst of an incredible loss. I don’t know of any other point 

in the church’s history where public worship has been suspended for so long, and 

certainly not for the length of time we are anticipating might be necessary.  

 

That’s why it’s all the more important to remember, in the midst of these 

unprecedented times, that the church was born out of a time of immense upheaval 

that carried with it profound loss. In so many ways, everything the earliest followers 

of Jesus knew and loved was eventually torn away from them. They wound up 

splitting away from the religious tradition that had formed and raised them, and 

although the incredible miracles of the Resurrection and the Day of Pentecost offered 

them access to God’s presence and guidance in a way they had not known before, 

they still did not have the physical presence of Jesus in the flesh with them anymore. 

The loss of their teacher and friend on a human level was still very real.   

 

But if they just stood there staring at the empty tomb, or looking up toward heaven 

after he ascended, we wouldn’t be here today. They had to find a way to move 

forward, even with their pain and loss, into the new and unexpected thing God was 

doing in their midst.  

 

We must do the same. If we just stand here staring at our empty church building and 

wallowing in our pain and loss, we may miss the new and unexpected thing God is 

doing in our midst. We keep talking about how the church must change and transform 

if it is to survive in the 21st century and beyond; perhaps this pandemic is opening a 

door for us to undergo that necessary transformation in a way we would never have 

come to without it. 

 

I know it’s not the same as being together in person, but we also have to remind 

ourselves that the shelter in place order does not and cannot prevent us from 

worshipping together. We have continued to worship together over these past 10 

weeks, just not in the same room with one another or in our church building. This 

congregation knows well that the church is not the building, it’s the people, and 

we’ve continued to stay connected to one another online and over the phone even 

while we grieve the loss of each other’s physical presence. Unlike businesses that 

have closed and have not been operating at all since the shelter-in-place order, our 



 
 

 

churches have never “closed.” We’ve simply found new ways to keep doing what we 

do without being in the same room together. In the words of our burial liturgy, “life is 

changed, not ended.”  

 

Just as Jesus told the disciples that it was “not for them to know” the specific time or 

place at which God would “restore the kingdom to Israel,” so we cannot know the 

specific time or period at which we will be restored to in-person worship. We must 

find ways to move forward, even with our pain and loss, so that we don’t miss the 

new and unexpected thing God is bringing forth in our midst despite it all.  

 

We are a people born of painful change, loss, and upheaval. Let’s embrace that 

heritage and not keep staring back at what was, but look forward to what will be. 

 

 

 

 
 


