Luke 24:44-53

44 Then he said to them, ‘These are my words that I spoke to you while I was still with you—that everything written about me in the law of Moses, the prophets, and the psalms must be fulfilled.’45Then he opened their minds to understand the scriptures,46and he said to them, ‘Thus it is written, that the Messiah is to suffer and to rise from the dead on the third day,47and that repentance and forgiveness of sins is to be proclaimed in his name to all nations, beginning from Jerusalem.48You are witnesses of these things.49And see, I am sending upon you what my Father promised; so stay here in the city until you have been clothed with power from on high.’

The Ascension of Jesus

50 Then he led them out as far as Bethany, and, lifting up his hands, he blessed them.51While he was blessing them, he withdrew from them and was carried up into heaven.*52And they worshipped him, and* returned to Jerusalem with great joy;53and they were continually in the temple blessing God.

You Are a Witness

Six weeks ago, church attendance experienced a temporary swell as people around the world congregated to declare “Christ is risen!” This past Thursday was dubbed “Ascension Day,” the day that commemorates Christ’s ascension into heaven, and with the Summer just around the corner, we expect attendance, which has dropped to “normal” since Easter, is likely to drop even more as many will be on vacation or attending other activities that conflict with our worship schedule. It’s as if Jesus has indeed left us alone; out of sight, out of mind, and we need not concern ourselves until he returns at some undisclosed time, and so many predictions of his return have proved wrong that we no longer take them seriously. Barring Christ’s imminent return, we can expect no substantial change in church attendance until Christmas time when we celebrate Jesus’ birth, then attendance will once again lull before spiking again around Easter.
I think that part of this familiar trend can be explained by a common misunderstanding about the meaning of the ascension. The ascension does not mark the end of Christ’s ministry on earth. God is not suspending his activity to reclaim the world: Quite the opposite. When we say, in the Apostle’s Creed, that Jesus “ascended into heaven, and sits on the right hand of God the Father,” it doesn’t mean that Jesus is literally sitting on the right side of his Father at some booth in a heavenly diner; “Sitteth on the right hand” is more about status than about location. It means that he receives power and authority. It means that Jesus is alive and kicking and active in the world. How is he active? Through the Holy Spirit. When does the Holy Spirit show up? Next week. Pentecost. Jesus tells his disciples to wait in Jerusalem “until you have been clothed with power from on high.” And then it’s the disciples who will be the active agents of Christ. And it’s been the work of countless disciples, disciples like you and me, throughout the millennia who have gone about doing God’s work on earth, empowered by the Holy Spirit. 
But it’s a challenge to keep our focus on the exact nature of our mission: what does the Holy Spirit empower us to do exactly? How are we accomplishing God’s work?

Jesus spells it out clearly in verses 47 and 48: “Repentance and forgiveness of sins is to be proclaimed in his name (that is, Jesus’, the Messiah’s name) to all nations,” and “you are witnesses of these things.” 
We often think of being Christian in terms of a behavior that we must adhere to. There are plenty of religions and philosophies on the market that cover every conceivable notion of ethics and morality, that expound on God’s goodness and holiness. By the time Jesus came into this world, there were already plenty of theories about human existence and how we should live our lives so as to get along with our neighbor. The golden rule existed long before Jesus. No, our mission is about witnessing. It’s about telling our story…
And our witnessing is not about telling a second-hand story of Jesus’ death and resurrection: witnessing is about telling your story. What is your experience with Christ? How has he affected your life? We can spend countless hours discussing theology and recounting the Easter story, declaring a resurrection that occurred nearly 2000 years ago, but we’ll be missing the point. We come to Christ not because we are intellectually persuaded of the truth of Christ’s resurrection, nor by theoLOGIC explanation; we come to Christ because we have a need. Just as we have a physical need for physical food, we have a spiritual hunger for spiritual food. If you start talking to people about sin, the discussion could go on endlessly about the exact meaning of sin, or evil, or transgression. People can argue that sin is something that the church created. But if we talk to people about our need and the discussion comes back down to earth: my need for peace, a need to overcome guilt or shame, to find joy in my life. These are issues that people will agree upon. Our loneliness, our despair, our shame are not hypothetical; they’re real. People feel lost, like sheep, like coins, like prodigal sons and daughters. And how a person deals with his lostness, or that hunger, or that spiritual thirst, that tells us whether he’s Christian or not. The disciples spoke of a loving, forgiving God whose presence was known to them in the words and deeds of a Nazarene carpenter named Jesus. They spoke of repentance, of the freedom that they felt, of the release they experienced through merely knowing him, of the power that they had been given in their ministry – we may use different words to describe what we experience though knowing Jesus Christ, but those words describe a deep, inward reality that everyone can share. 
Be warned that not everyone will want to hear your witnessing. It’s not by accident that the Greek word for witness in this passage is martys, from which the word martyr derived. But here in Staten Island we face less dire consequences for witnessing Jesus Christ than did our forefathers and mothers. Our brothers and sisters at the Korean church down the road go over to the shopping center near Target, stand next to the road with signs that read, “Jesus Loves You,” and “Jesus is the  answer,” and the worst that happens to them is a few curses that are levied on them. I believe that’s the worst consequence we could experience for witnessing in Staten Island.
And more often than not, witnessing will build in you an even greater joy – I know, for some of you that hardly seems possible; you’re just wallowing in joy right now. But witnessing may be received with great excitement for someone who does not know the Lord.

And it’s not hard at all to witness. Why? Witnessing is feeding a spiritual hunger, not satisfying an intellectual need. A person comes to a restaurant to be fed, not to be given a definition of food. They come to a well for water, not a description of water. People come to you asking questions about Jesus, they want Jesus, not a description of him. And if they don’t want Jesus, convince them that they do by telling them how great he is. Tell them about what he has done in your life. And if you draw a blank and you’re not really sure what difference Christ has made in your life, maybe you’re still thirsty. Maybe you’ve been holding onto a picture of food that you’ve never tasted. But there’s plenty of food to go around; you don’t need to be shy. Jesus tells the woman at the well, “Whoever drinks the water I give them will never thirst. Indeed, the water I give them will become in them a spring of water welling up to eternal life.” And that promise didn’t end when Jesus ascended into heaven – we are all still able to drink of the Holy Spirit. Christ is still alive in the world. Notice in today’s passage that Jesus is still blessing the disciples as he’s taken into heaven. He hasn’t stopped his disciples for nearly 2000 years. And he continues to heal the sick, feed the hungry, welcome the stranger, and declare the good news to the poor. What has Christ done for you? Can you bear witness to that? 
