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THE FAITHFUL REMNANT – May 24, 2020 – Pastor Donna Doutt – Acts 

1:6-14 

My 4X great-grandfather, Solomon McCracken, lived in Lamavady, 

Ireland, a little village outside Londonderry, in the north. He sailed to 

America on September 29th, 1843 to escape the poverty in which his 

family lived.  

Just two years later, in 1845, the poverty grew dire when the tops of 

the potatoes started to wilt and turn black, setting off the Great 

Famine, or the Great Hunger that resulted in mass starvation and 

disease in Ireland beginning that year and lasting until 1849.  

The worst year was 1847, known as “Black ’47.” That’s the year the 

woman, Mary, that Solomon would later take as his bride, fled Ireland 

as well, arriving in New York on one of the ships referred to as the 

“coffin” ships. She is lucky to survive, because about 50% of the 

passengers who boarded those ships died en route. But if she had 

stayed in Ireland, she may have lost her life too, because approximately 

one million people died.  Because of immigration and death, the 

population of Ireland was diminished about 20%-25% in those years. 

Solomon and Mary created a bookmark in our family’s ancestral 

inheritance. We are grateful for apps like Ancestry.com that can help us 

fill in the missing links to our heritage. My cousins, my sister, my 

daughter and I all work cooperatively to share what we have learned 

about our family tree. Why? Because if we don’t maintain our family’s 

heritage, who will? We are what I would call the “faithful remnant.” We 

are what remains from the original generation that rooted us here in 

American.  
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We work together to give witness to the stories and experiences that 

unfolded to make our family history…our who, what, when, and how. 

We write this stuff down so that future generations may know who we 

are and where we came from.  

So what does that have to do with our scripture today? 1 For Jesus’ 

closest followers, the ascension marked another turning point. After 

the crucifixion they held together and retreated to the upper room. 

Their time of grieving was short, one Sabbath and the night that 

followed.  

By Sunday morning grief gave way to shock and then amazement when 

Jesus appeared, first to the women and then to the disciples gathered 

in the upper room.  

Later on, our scripture tells us,2 6 “When they were together for the last 

time they asked, “Master, are you going to restore the kingdom to Israel 

now? Is this the time?” 7-8 He told them, “You don’t get to know the 

time. Timing is the Father’s business. What you’ll get is the Holy Spirit. 

And when the Holy Spirit comes on you, you will be able to be my 

witnesses in Jerusalem, all over Judea and Samaria, even to the ends of 

the world.” 9-11 These were his last words. As they watched, he was 

taken up and disappeared in a cloud.” 

For forty days they lived in a time of conscious awareness, still 

expecting to see Christ again. Now he was really, truly gone. 

                                                           
1 Brooks, Kyle  E.. A Preacher's Guide to Lectionary Sermon Series, Volume 2 (pp. 38-39). Westminster John Knox 

Press. Kindle Edition. 

2
 The Message (MSG) Copyright © 1993, 2002, 2018 by Eugene H. Peterson 
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The scripture continues, “They stood there, staring into the empty sky. 

Suddenly two men appeared—in white robes! They said, “You 

Galileans!—why do you just stand here looking up at an empty sky? This 

very Jesus who was taken up from among you to heaven will come as 

certainly—and mysteriously—as he left.” 

The men in white…the men in white said so…. The men in white made it 

perfectly clear. What would become of those who had given up 

everything to follow Jesus? What might happen next? Still pondering 

the last words the risen Lord shared with them, they returned to the 

upper room, where they prayed together.  

There we find the remaining eleven disciples—Judas Iscariot has fled 

and died—the mother and brothers of Jesus, and “certain women,” 

who apparently the author of this scripture prefers to remain 

anonymous. We can imagine them though: perhaps Mary Magdalene, 

perhaps the sisters from Bethany (Mary and Martha), and other women 

who went to the cross and the tomb. This is the crowd that won’t go 

home, this is the faithful remnant, waiting for whatever would come, 

probably a bit stunned by the supernatural event they witnessed.  

The men and women “constantly devoting themselves to prayer” could 

not predict what was coming next or what exactly they would be called 

to do, only that they would be witnesses to the world on behalf of Jesus 

Christ. Our final verse tells us, 14 “They agreed they were in this for 

good, completely together in prayer, the women included. Also Jesus’ 

mother, Mary, and his brothers.” 

When we experience a major transition in our lives, or in the life of the 

church, we find ourselves similarly situated. Our church life has 

changed.  
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Some may think for the worse because we’re not together in physical 

presence. Some may think it is better because our worship and prayer 

is not “housed” in a single place. We are not worshipping our buildings, 

but worshipping God. Our church is on our video screens, in our hearts, 

in our hands as we read our own Bibles, study the scripture alone. The 

sudden closing of our worship centers in March caught us off guard. We 

never dreamed that our doors would be closed to us! For the first few 

weeks, we pastors were reeling, trying to figure out how we were going 

to continue to serve our congregations and those who need the church 

and the God who lives and works with us in that physical building. But 

my loved ones, it is not about the building. 

In our Gospel reading from John 17 today, we are taking a page from 

the Ancestry.com of Jesus life, as He leaves a legacy to the apostles 

with this prayer: 6 “I have revealed you to those whom you gave me out 

of the world. They were yours; you gave them to me and they have 

obeyed your word. 7 Now they know that everything you have given me 

comes from you. 8 For I gave them the words you gave me and they 

accepted them. They knew with certainty that I came from you, and 

they believed that you sent me. 9 I pray for them. I am not praying for 

the world, but for those you have given me, for they are yours. 10 All I 

have is yours, and all you have is mine. And glory has come to me 

through them.” 

In the last verse 11, Jesus implores God as he prepares to depart from 

the Disciples. He says, “Holy Father, protect them in your name that 

have given me, so that they may be one, as we are one.” 
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The first time I served mission in Africa, I was not clergy, had not 

studied in any seminary. I was simply a person going to serve. I didn’t 

understand all the jargon that pastor’s use.  

So, as I traveled around the country, I often observed an odd group of 

people, always dressed in white…the women with their heads and faces 

covered, here and there, out in the middle of a field or alongside the 

road. They were always in a cluster worshipping. The local folks 

referred to them as the “Apostolics,” and sort of looked on this group 

of people as eccentrics. They were followers of Jesus, but they had no 

church. They worshipped wherever two or more were gathered, 

stopping to worship whenever and wherever they felt the presence of 

the Holy Spirit.  

Now that my scope of world religions and my faith more fully 

developed, I have come to terms with the phrase “apostolic.” It means 

that we lean into the practical application of Jesus’ teachings in the 

lives and acts of the apostles. To put it simply, to be apostolic means to 

walk in the ways and teaching of Jesus the way the original Apostles 

did. In other words, to be apostolic is to be a disciple of Jesus Christ. 

My beloved friends, if that is true, then blessed be that we can call 

ourselves apostolic. Our church doors may not be open. Our prayers 

may not be lifted in one voice. Our songs of praise may be sung to a 

scrolling video screen on our computer. But our hearts are filled with 

the love of Jesus.  

The life of Jesus’ apostles changed in the blink of an eye. That for which 

they waited, that for which they worked; the man they had followed 

faithfully and poured their lives into was gone. They were floundering, 

but they remained faithful. They were the faithful remnant.  
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As it was for this group of people clinging to each other in the upper 

room, change can be exciting or unsettling, welcome or resisted, joyous 

or anxiety provoking.  

Our lives have changed so much this year. We are like that faithful 

remnant, the men and women “constantly devoting themselves to 

prayer.” We cannot predict what is coming next or what exactly we 

may be called to do, only that we should…and will be… witnesses to the 

world on behalf of Jesus Christ.  We may not be descended ancestrally 

directly from the apostles, but we can live an apostolic life. By sharing 

the teachings, and living out the plan that God would expect of us, and 

by believing in Jesus Christ as our Lord and Savior…my friends, we can 

also proudly serve as the faithful remnant…in the name of Jesus Christ. 

Amen .  


