6

A Sermon on Acts 1:1-11

By Don Tuttle, pastor

First Christian Church, Corpus Christi, Texas

Preached on May 16, 2010

OK, let’s face it.  Most of us are uncomfortable with the story of Jesus’ ascension.  The picture of Jesus being lifted up and a cloud taking him out of their sight is hard for the modern mind to accept.  We no longer think in terms of a three-tier universe with heaven above and hell below.  And we certainly don’t think of people, even Jesus, soaring up to heaven.  The story is, for us, something of an embarrassment.

My purpose today is not to defend the ascension story.  It is, after all, more about theology than history.  It is Luke’s way of saying, “Christ is no longer physically present because he now reigns with God.”  He uses the only language he has to celebrate Jesus’ ultimate exaltation and the promise that he will one day return.  
What I believe is more important than the mechanics of the ascension is the commission Christ gives before he goes.  After telling the disciples to wait in Jerusalem for the coming of the Holy Spirit, he tells them:  “You will be my witnesses in Jerusalem and in all Judea and Samaria, and to the end of the earth.”  In these words, Jesus provides not only the apostles but the church in every generation with a job description.  Every Christian is to be a witness.

But what does that mean?  What does it mean for you or me to be a witness to Jesus Christ?

Nearly 30 years ago the French philosopher and theologian Paul Ricoeur wrote an essay on Isaiah 43, where God calls on the people of Israel to be his witnesses.  In his essay, Ricoeur identified four characteristics of a witness, four traits that every witness has.  And those are as true of the apostles as they were of the people of Israel.  More importantly, they are as true of you and me as they were of the apostles. 

So what are they?

The first is that “a witness is not a volunteer, not just anyone who comes forward to give testimony, but only the one who is sent to testify.”

If we think of a witness in legal terms, it is clear that not everyone is a witness.  Credible people generally don’t show up in a courtroom and volunteer to testify.  Nor do people who have nothing to do with the case at hand.  Instead, the true witness has been sent to the court by others—the lawyers on either side of the case.  He has been called to testify by those in authority.

In the same way, Jesus sends his disciples.  You may recall in Luke’s first volume, Jesus gathered the Twelve together, gave them power and authority over demons and disease and sent them to proclaim the kingdom of God and to heal.  Later, he did the same with the 70, sending them in pairs to every town and place where he planned to go.  Here, just before the Ascension, Jesus again commissions the Apostles.  “You,” he says, “are to be my witnesses.”  He sends them to testify.

Of course, his commission did not end with the Apostles.  It extends to his every follower, even reluctant ones.  William Willimon, a United Methodist bishop and the former dean of chapel at Duke, tells the story of a reluctant seminarian.  She was struggling in a class on preaching, and it was clear her heart and mind weren’t into it.  When the professor met with her, she told him that if he had a problem with her work he needed to talk to God.  “I don’t really want to be here,” she said. “But Christ sent me.” 
For whatever reluctance she had about witnessing, she knew that Christ had sent her to testify.  While not all are called to preach, all of us are sent as witnesses.

But being sent is only one characteristic of a witness.  The second is that the witness does not opine about “the global meaning of human experience but about God’s claim upon [his or her] life.”  In other words, the witness testifies to what Christ has done in his or her life.

Some years ago I was called to give a deposition in a child-support dispute involving a former co-worker.  Giving a deposition is not like being in court.  There is no judge to determine whether a question is acceptable.  So the attorney for my ex-co-worker would ask a question, his ex-wife’s attorney would object because it sought an opinion rather than fact, and then I would answer, usually with “I have no idea.”  Later a judge would determine which of the questions were appropriate.  But the simple fact is, all I could do was testify to what I knew first hand.

The same is true of the Apostles.  Jesus says, “You will be my witnesses.”  He didn’t say, “You are to be objective historians who place me in social context.”  Nor did he say, “You are to be theologians who systematically organized my views on God, humanity, sin, redemption and the church.”  Nor did he tell them they were to be salesmen hawking Jesus like some miracle cure for baldness.  They were to testify to what they knew.  They were to tell others what they had seen and heard and experienced in Jesus, to give first-hand testimony to what he had done in their lives.

Roger was a young preacher I met as a teenager.  He was not a biblical scholar or theologian.  He was not trained in church administration or pastoral care.  But he knew Jesus because Jesus had saved his life.  He had redeemed Roger from a drug addiction and a lifestyle that was destroying him and his family.  And he testified to that.  He was a great witness because he knew Jesus first hand.

Effective witnesses know Christ and can identify the difference he makes in our lives.
The third trait Ricoeur identified is obvious but essential.  “The purpose of the testimony is proclamation to all peoples.  It is on behalf of the people, for their belief and understanding, that the testimony is made.”  

Ricoeur has in mind Isaiah 43, but what he identifies is more largely applicable.  A witness in a trial is not there for himself or for the lawyer or the client.  He is there to proclaim what he knows to the judge or jury.  His purpose is to help the people understand what has happened.  He wants to share with them what he knows so that they might decide wisely.

Isn’t that the task Jesus gives the Apostles?  “You will be my witnesses in Jerusalem and in all Judea and Samaria, and to the end of the earth.”  Their purpose is to proclaim the good news to all peoples.  They are not just to share it with the Jews in Jerusalem or Judea.  They are to go into Samaria, to the half-breed Samaritans detested by most Jews.  They are to go even to the end of the earth.  Some have suggested that by “end of the earth” Luke meant Rome, but it is more likely that he meant everywhere—even to pagan lands. And it was all for one purpose—so that all might hear, believe, understand.

For hundreds of years, churches like ours were deliberate about their missionary efforts.  But as Scott Smith pointed out recently, we have, for the last hundred years, largely abandoned such efforts in favor of religious relativism—the assumption that all faiths are equal.  Witnessing to a Muslim or Jew, Buddhist or atheist was considered impolite if not downright offensive.  Having abandoned taking the Christ “over there,” we then stopped witnessing to him “over here.”  USA Today reported last week that only 65 percent of those 18 to 29 years old call themselves Christian—and most of those are Christian in name only.  They do not worship, pray, read the Bible or in any way follow Christ.  The new missionary field consists of our children and grandchildren.  Effective churches are those that are testifying to what Christ has done in ways they can grasp.  That is what good witnesses do.  They tell the story in ways people will believe and understand.   

Of course, telling people about Christ does not matter if we do not have character and character is revealed in the way one lives.  That is why the fourth trait of a witness is that her “testimony…demands a total engagement of speech and action.  The whole life of the witness is bound up in the testimony.”

Matthew McCabe was one of three Navy SEALs accused of punching an Iraqi detainee believed to be responsible for the death of four U.S. contractors in Fallujah.  He was acquitted this week, the last of the three to be so.  Apparently the judgment came in large part because the prime witness against him lost credibility.  That witness said he had seen McCabe strike the Iraqi, but he admitted he did not report it at the time, as he was supposed to do.  He also made other statements that were directly contradicted by other witnesses.  Because his actions did not reflect a man of character his credibility collapsed.  That is always the way it is for witnesses.  It is not just the words they speak but the life behind them.  

That was certainly true of the Apostles.  Their words often upset the authorities, particularly their refusal to sit down and shut up.  But the new life of which they spoke, the power of the living Christ in them, the love and hope they proclaimed was confirmed by the lives they lived.  People saw the quality of their character and it made their witness credible.

The importance of consistency between the witness’ speech and life is clear every time Christians fail morally.  Critics of the faith gloat over predatory priests and disgraced preachers.  Cynics rejoice when a church softball game turns violent.  Skeptics say, “See, I told you,” every time a Christian abandons virtue.  They do so because it undermines our credibility.

But in the lives of effective witnesses preaching and practice, speech and action, are of one accord.  Their testimony to God’s love and forgiveness, holiness and justice is lived out in their homes, on their jobs and at their play.  The whole of their life is inseparable from the words they speak.
“You will be my witnesses in Jerusalem and in all Judea and Samaria, and to the end of the earth.”  Jesus couldn’t have written a clearer job description.  He has sent you and me to tell the whole world what he has done in our lives, lives that are now lived for him.  To be a follower of Jesus is to be his witness.  He made our calling that simple. 
