
WHO WILL BE JESUS?
Acts 1:1-11; Luke 24:44-53


This past Thursday was Ascension Day. Most Baptists have never heard of it. Growing up in a Baptist church, we knew three major religious holidays: Christmas, Easter and Mother’s Day. I never heard about Ascension Day. Our new members from South Africa know about Ascension Day, however. Adrie, Zanelle and Jana tell me that until recently, Ascension Day was a government holiday in South Africa. 

Only Luke tells us--in the Gospel account and in the first chapter of Acts--of Jesus' ascension. Luke tells us in Acts 1:3 about Jesus appearing to them during forty days and speaking about the kingdom of God. Jesus taught the disciples for forty days after Easter Sunday morning and then his resurrected body leaves this earth on a Thursday. This year May 1st was the fortieth day after Resurrection Day. 


“Where did he go? What are we to do now?” Those were probably the questions of those eleven with necks craned upward as they stood on the Mount of Olives just outside of Jerusalem. Then two angels ask: “Men of Galilee, why do you stand looking up toward heaven?” (1:11).


What did those disciples feel as they stood looking upward? One of our church members told me what he gave his son when he graduated from college. He gave his son a yo-yo. “”Why did you give me a yo-yo?” the son asked. The father said, “You’re On Your Own!” Did the disciples feel like Jesus had just given them a yo-yo? Did they hear him say, “You’re on your own!”? 


They probably did not feel qualified for the mission: “You shall be my witnesses!” (1:8). I don’t know of anyone who feels qualified for the mission Jesus gives us. I’ll say this clearly: if you feel qualified for God’s call for your life, then what you heard is not God’s call because the mission that God has for you is much bigger than your own abilities. 


Jesus spent three years of his life investing in twelve persons and one of them had just committed suicide. Another had strongly denied (three times as a matter of fact) any association with Jesus and the rest were discouraged and disbanded. And, believe it or not, after three years with him before his death and forty days with him after his resurrection, they still asked him when (not if) he would put Jerusalem in charge of the whole world: “Lord, is this the time when you will restore the kingdom to Israel?”  (1:6). They didn’t want the newness of resurrection. They wanted the familiar world restored to the way it used to be and the way they wanted it to be.


I wonder if Jesus hesitated before he sent them out to be his witnesses. Have you ever hesitated over an e-mail by suspending your finger over the send icon? “How will she feel about my message?” “Will they accept my spirit behind the words?” “Will he laugh or be angry or retaliate?” I imagine that Jesus hesitated before he clicked the send button. 


Can you believe it? Jesus left the success or failure of his entire ministry in the hands of eleven who were still wondering when he would bring in the political kingdom that they had always expected! And Jesus responds, “It is not for you to know the times or periods that the Father has set by his own authority. But 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.”  (1:7-8). Jesus pushes the “send” button anyway. 


How tempting it is for them and for us to take things into our own hands and decide that we will do something for Jesus. It’s easier to decide what we want to do for Jesus rather than to ask Jesus what he wants of us to do for him. They, like we, tend to think, ‘Well, we have this mission that we have designed, so let’s get right to work!” They, like we, let their prejudices and assumptions limit God’s mission to their comfort zone. And they, like we, will emphasize power and status over servanthood in a heartbeat. 


Loren B. Mead writes in Five Challenges for the Once and Future Church that one challenge in churches for the future is to become an apostolic (sent) people and to engage each church member in mission. Each member of the church is challenged to see himself or herself as being an apostle anytime and anywhere. 1

It is so easy for churches to become institutions which spend most of our time on the organization. Most committees and meetings can become discussion groups on how to maintain the organization, building and institution of the church. It’s very easy to let maintenance take all of our efforts and to let mission and ministry slip through the cracks. That’s what we talked about at our churchwide planning retreat yesterday. 

The task of the Vienna Baptist Church is to help each person hear God’s specific call for him/her and to encourage us to go into those places in which God’s mission is already at work. It’s not our church; Vienna Baptist Church is God’s church. It’s not our mission or our strategic plan; it’s God’s mission and God’s strategic plan. Vienna Baptist Church’s task is to articulate and name the mission God is already carrying out and to join it. The church’s task is not to control mission but to discover it and to celebrate it and to participate in it.


Our church invites each member to be involved in ministry. You can read our principle on the back of our bulletin: All members of the congregation are ministers of the church. We believe each person is called to ministry and is empowered by the Holy Spirit and through prayer will be led to discern his/her spiritual gifts. And we have just printed a brochure highlighting some of the mission opportunities through VBC. 

We’re trying to follow the Bible here! One of the important biblical practices for pilgrims is discernment: listening for truth. We listen for God’s call for our lives as individuals and God’s call for us as a faith community. Throughout these Sundays of Eastertide we have encouraged you to study these ten practices for pilgrims and to find ways to follow the resurrected Jesus and to practice the Christian life. We invite you to pray about your ministry through this church and expect every member to find some way to be involved in a ministry. You are to name the ministry or ministries God is calling you to do. 

Do you know what your calling is? If not, what will you do? These ten days between Ascension (the fortieth day after Resurrection Day) and Pentecost (the fiftieth day after Resurrection  Day), between the leaving of Jesus and the coming of the Holy Spirit, between remembrance and promise is an important time in the life of faith. What are we to do these ten days between Ascension Thursday and Pentecost Sunday?


All these were constantly devoting themselves to prayer, together with certain women, including Mary the mother of Jesus, as well as his brothers. (1:14). It’s waiting time, praying time, discerning time. If we don’t wait and pray and discern, we will work under the illusion that everything is up to us, that we have to design a mission God wants us to do, that the more we do on our own the more God will be pleased. 


They were constantly devoting themselves to prayer. What happened when those first Christians began to pray constantly? They discovered God’s mission for them. They began to say things that Jesus would have said in the same circumstances, and they began to do things they had never seen anyone but him do before. These fearful, confused, stubborn persons became brave and capable and wise. As Barbara Brown Taylor sees it, “It was almost as if Jesus had not ascended but exploded, so that all the holiness that was once concentrated in him alone flew everywhere, flew far and wide, so that the seeds of heaven were sown in all the fields of the earth.” 2

One day years ago in Kindergarten chapel, we had finished our songs and the Bible study about Jesus and had bowed our heads and prayed. “Anyone have a birthday this week that we can celebrate?” I asked those four and five year olds. Each week the child celebrating a birthday stood on the steps as we all sang to her/him. No one this week. “Why don’t we sing Happy Birthday to Jesus?” one child asked. 


“Let’s do it!” And then a five-year-old raised his hand and declared, “I’ll be Jesus!” So Ford walked to the front and stood on the steps as we all sang, “On the day that Jesus was born, on the day that Jesus was born . . . .” And for several Wednesday mornings after that day, when it was time to recognize birthdays, the hands of a whole class went up as they shouted, “I’ll be Jesus! I’ll be Jesus!”


Out of the mouth of a child comes the correct response to God’s call to each of us--”I’ll be Jesus!” 


Where did Jesus go? How will anyone know about Jesus? Who is willing to shout, “I’ll be Jesus!”? Will you? Will you be Jesus to someone this week?
COMMUNION: Youth serve

HYMN: Go, My Children, with My Blessing
1 Loren B. Mead, Five Challenges for the Once and Future Church; Washington, DC: Alban Institute, 1996, page 69

2 Barbara Brown Taylor, Looking Up Toward Heaven, Gospel Medicine, 1995, page 78

Blessing: Teresa of Avila, Spain (1515-1582)
“Christ has no body now on earth but yours, 
No hands but yours, no feet but yours.

Yours are the eyes through which to look out 
Christ’s compassion to the world;

Yours are the feet with which He is to go about doing good;

Yours are the hands with which He is to bless everyone now.” 
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