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The question was put to Nobel Laureate poet Billy Collins, “Today we value science, 
technology, and facts, why do we need poetry?” Collins answered, “Because of those 
things.” He continued by saying poetry asks us to tap the breaks, to slow down.   
 
Most of us live our lives in frantic motion. From meeting to meeting. From activity to 
activity. From meal to meal. Tapping the breaks is rare, but when we do it is good. It is good 
for our bodies. It is good for our relationships. It is good for our minds. It is good for our 
souls. Whether that is a quick escape from reality into your favorite weekly sitcom, a 
weekend trip out of town, the luxury of a good novel, or the chance to sit meditatively in the 
pew on a Sunday morning. These are time outs for the hustle and bustle of life and they can 
be holy moments for learning and growth.   
 
A colleague of mine, retired Presbyterian minister Blair Monie, is a self-admitted extravert.  
A few years ago he was feeling pretty burned out from years of pastoral ministry  so he went 
on a weeklong silent retreat. He and his wife doubted he could make it through a whole 
week of silence in the desert of New Mexico. But he said that he cheated by going out for a 
walk and praying out loud to God. He said instead of silence in the middle of the wide-open 
dessert he talked and he talked and he talked, but it was a very different kind of conversation 
and a different kind of pace. He said it was a wonderful retreat and he left totally recharged 
and inspired for ministry again.   
 
Maybe that was the goal of Jesus when he asked the disciples to sit down and wait. In this 
classic ascension story from Luke, Jesus ascends to heaven while blessing the disciples. We 
tend to focus on the extraordinary details of Jesus being raised up and disappearing from 
their presence. But Jesus’s parting words to them are very important. Luke says before Jesus 
ascends, he reviewed everything with them, all of the scriptures that had been and would be 
fulfilled; he went through everything that had happened among them in the past few years.  
Then he tells them they are witnesses to all of these things. You would think he would 
conclude his moving parting address by saying now go, now lead, now do, now baptize, now 
get out there and be my disciples. But instead Jesus says now, “Stay in the city until you have 
been clothed with power from on high.” The verb “stay” is better translated “to make sit 
down.” Their calling at that moment or their command from Jesus was to sit down, to stay 
put, to tap the breaks, to take a holy pause before the Holy Spirit would come upon them 
and they would be commissioned for service throughout the region. But why? Why did Jesus 
not just send them on their way as He ascended into heaven? Why keep them sitting still for 
ten days in the city before starting their work?   
 
I wonder if Jesus wanted to make them “sit down” so they could reflect on all that had 
happened, their personal callings, the miracles they witnessed, the faith they had developed, 
the people they had met, the growth they had experienced, the trauma they had seen, and the 
love they had found for God through Jesus. Before charging out to convert, to preach, to 
heal, to minister to, and to travel abroad they needed their own holy time of rest, renewal, 
and reflection. Jesus offered them ten days to stay in the city before the Holy Spirit broke 
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onto the scene and dramatically sent them on their ways. This was sacred time, time set apart 
for them to learn and prepare.   
 
The very first thing Jesus did after his baptism by John in the Jordan was to retreat into the 
wilderness for time on his own—time for reflection, prayer, and connection. He did not 
come out of those waters and charge into work. Instead he went directly towards connection 
with the one who sent him.   
 
Martin Luther King, Jr. said once, “I don’t know what the future holds, but I know who 
holds it.”  When you are in one of these times of waiting to see, waiting to be called, waiting 
to grow, waiting for God, it is then when you have the ability for deep learning about 
yourself, gaining insights about the world and about others, and the time to reconnect with 
and grow in your relationship with God. In those times you learn to say with confidence, “I 
don’t know what the future holds but I know who holds it.”  Maybe that is what the 
disciples needed to learn—that the future would be unknown, unpredictable, and 
tumultuous AND YET they were being held by the one who could keep them from falling 
and would reinforce their footing in the days to come. And if they could learn that while 
sitting and waiting then they would be well equipped for their commissioning when it came.   
 
Liturgically, we are in this same season as the disciples. We are far away from the celebration 
of Easter and yet still two weeks away from the celebration of Pentecost. In this time, maybe 
the best thing we could do is to tap the breaks. Sit down and rest. Pause and pray. Take 
stock and prepare. Have a holy time out and listen for God.   
 
The world is always urging us to go faster. Keep up with the constant pace. Follow every 
recent story. Stay on top of every email. Hurry, hurry, hurry and get to work. Yet from the 
poets to the sages we have been asked us to do the opposite—slow down, consider the lilies 
of the field, ponder the formation of flying geese, examine the grasshopper, contemplate the 
mysteries of creation, of life, of God. The disciples’ calling was more than just to be worker 
bees for the kingdom, they also had to be those whose personal faith was robust and whose 
connection with God was genuine.   
 
In 1 Corinthians 4, Paul was trying to explain to the church in Corinth what their role was as 
members of the body of Christ. He says, “Think of us in this way, as servants of Christ and 
stewards of God’s mysteries.” I love that image.  Servants of Christ on one hand —that’s the 
worker bee side, but then also stewards of God’s mysteries. Not stewards of buildings, 
stewards of funds, stewards of peoples, but stewards of the great mysteries of the Almighty.  
If that is indeed part of our calling then in order to steward wisely we must slow down 
enough to ponder these mysteries, contemplate God’s presence in the world, and consider 
our place in the cosmos and our particular callings as God’s servants.   
 
Sometimes we can choose the timing of these holy pauses and times for reflection, but 
sometimes life picks them for us. Life throws us a curveball and we are forced to tap the 
breaks—health news or relationship changes or family issues or personal struggles or life 
transitions or whatever else it is that changes the normal rhythm of life or knocks the wind 
out of our sails. In these times, whether selected by us or forced upon us, we can learn about 
God’s mysteries and prepare for future chapters, future service, and future challenges. These 
are the green shoots that can grow even in dark chapters.   
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Of course there is always work to do, but we will be better equipped to serve the kingdom if 
we have taken the time to grow in our stewardship of the mysteries of God. And so God 
says to us, “stay in the city.” Sit yourselves down. Open your bible. Reconnect with your 
roots. Ponder the mysteries of faith. Talk to your creator. Ask deep questions. Read some 
poetry. Prepare for the days ahead. The Holy Spirit will be here soon enough and launch you 
on your next chapter. But whether for an hour, a day, a week, or a season embrace the pause.  
Embrace it and learn all you can so that you might better understand the mysteries of God 
and thereby more faithfully steward them and serve Him. 
 
The disciples, as stewards of God’s mysteries, needed some time for reflection and so do we.  
For it is a high calling to be entrusted with the gift of faith—faith that needs to be 
embodied, faith that needs to be shared, faith that needs to be nurtured. Without a holy time 
out from time to time we inevitably fall short in our stewardship of these mysteries.   
 
Sometimes our calling is to go and do. Sometimes our calling is to sit down and wait. Both 
are ordained and blessed by God. It is up to us to ensure we are faithful with both 
commandments.   
 
And so this morning I offer you a poem, Song of the Builders by Mary Oliver. It is a poem 
written about our two holy callings—to work and to rest.   
 

On a summer morning 
I sat down 
on a hillside 
to think about God - 
 
a worthy pastime. 
Near me, I saw 
a single cricket; 
it was moving the grains of the hillside 
 
this way and that way. 
How great was its energy, 
how humble its effort. 
Let us hope 
 
it will always be like this, 
each of us going on 
in our inexplicable ways 
building the universe. 

 
Praise be to God.  Amen. 
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