The Power of Witness - Rev. Denise Schiavone

o, it’s been one heck of a stressful, cxl‘!austing, whirlwind
week for my familg. Ancl 3estcrclag, l told my husband ] didn’t
think this would be one of my best sermons. Matt looked at
me and said, “Don’t worry, honeg, Pcoplc onlg half listen to

the sermons anghow.”

This past Monday, | received the kind of call every parent
dreads: my daughtcr tcﬂing me she’d been in a car accident.
She said she was okag, but she was crying hgsterica"g, s0 |
couldn’t get details. ] asked her to Put her friend Jason, who'd
been her passenger, on the Phonc. T[‘ncn l started with the
tgpical questions you ask when there’s an accident: Are you
hurt? Are you sa{:clg off the road? Did you call the non-
emergency Po}icc number? |s the car drivable? Jason

rcsponclcd, his voice calm and clear. And | thought, alrigl*:t, it’s
afender bendér, but thank Gocl thcg’rc oi(ag.

| drove to the scene, my mind still processing this as a minor
accident. |t even drifted to thoughts of who migl'nt be atfault
and whether my insurance would go up. But when I gotto the
intersection, that train of thought stoPPcd in its tracks at the

sight before me: a Firetruck, an amEulancc, three Policc cars,
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EMTs examining Jordan and Jason, a tow-truck driver
sweeping glass from the road, Jordan's (CRV, its side
complctclg crushed in and airbag dcploycd.

Thc short summary: Jordan and another vehicle tuming left
on green got t-boned bg a school bus aPProacl':ing from the

Pcrpcnclicular intersection.

Jorclan and Jason were very luckg to walk away from that
wreck. T wo seconds Iatc‘r, two feet distance in the Point of
imPact, it coulcl’ve been a very different story. lndcec!, l am
able to find gooc‘ news in this story. Atleast Phgsica"g,
Jordan is not serious]g injurcc]. T he school bus had no

children in it. No one got taken away bﬂ the ambulance. ]
thank (God for all these things.

But what if it had been a different story? T he kind of gut-
wrcnching, devastating, li{:c~s[13ttering event that happcns to

Pcoplc in various ways every day. H: disaster struck and the

worst happencd, how would ] have witnessed to the gooclncss

of God then?
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As | considered our rcadings toclag, it occurred to me the
aPostlcs must have felt some dcgrec of devastation after
]osing their beloved Jcsua, yet again. About 40 days now
thcg’vc been with their resurrected | ord, who sPends time
cxPQUnding on the ‘cingclom of (God. And here we are this last
Sundag of [T aster, Acts 1 recounting the ascension of

Jesus.

T he aPostlcs are wrc:stling with the que:stion of when (od’s
Promisc to ]srac] will be Fulfiucc], and Jesus tells them it’s not
for them to know the time. |nstead, he instructs them how to
use the Holg Spirit power theg’“ be given: “..you will be my
witnesses in Jcrusalcm, in all Judea and Samaria, and to the
ends of the earth.” Hcrc Jcsus establishes that God’s
l(ingdom is not bound bg national borders, nor does it wield
the world’s power. Hc Promises a sPirit that will empower them

to witness to the C]oocl Ncws. And thcn, he leaves them.

And the disciplcs, alone again, must Figure out how to move
forward, amid the chaos, clangcr, and confusion of the

moment.
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E_vcrgdag life bears for us a similar qucstion: How do we
witness in this broken world? Amid sugjcring, when we’re in
pain, when loved ones fall ill, when we lose someone close to
us, when we see violence and hatred sPreading fike wildfire

arOUncl us?

We are not all that different than the earlg Church. Thcy too
were divided, scattered, and afraid, trying to {:igurc out how to

follow Jesus’ commission.

Thc Lord knew this would not be casy for the aPostlcs. The
resurrected JCSUS dc]ibcratclg spcnt time before his
ascension estai:lishing firm Footing, reassuring the c]isciples,
tcacl‘ring them how to build up the kingdom, ca"ing them to
bear witness to the glorg of (God.

How do we do this, irrcspcctivc of our circumstances?

l want to stop here with a moment of full transparencg:
Preachers often pose difficult qucstions without having good
answers ourselves. We trg to find ways to hclP answer these

questions, without og:ering cliches and oversimpli{:ying, We
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believe Posing the clucstion is more imPortant than dclivcring
answers. But sti", we know we’re cxpectccl to at least Proviclc
some Eclpful insights, and often, we fall short. When l find
mgsel{: in c!anger of this, | return to the text. And this
morning’s scriPturc offers many Possibilitics in consiclcring

how we're called to witness.

]:irst, let’s think about the fact that eleven men 5tanding ona
Falcstinian hillside watched their | ord, their lcadcr, their
beloved Messiah vanish into the heavens. And as thcy stand
there, amazed, two men in white ask the wi'ng thcy’rc looking
upwarcl. So togcthcr, theg return to Jerusalem to wait—wait
for Jcsus’ return, not knowing what lag ahead for them. Thc
eleven along with the women, likﬁlg the witnesses to the empty
tomb, as well as Jesus’ mother and brothers. T his humble

group forms the first (Christian congregation. From this, the
Churchis born.

ContcmporaIy theologian Ranc“er Misxon says, « Atleast 53
imPIication, this passage recognizes the central Place of
community in the life of the church. Jtis not cnough togoit
alone. Theg met, travelcc], and worked toget]'mer. Wc too must
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meet, travel, and work togcthcr in Christ's name. \We need
each other’s witness as suPPort, cha“enge and care, in order
to live into the Possibilitics and cxPcctations of (God’s realm”
Thc passage calls us “to be both Great Commandmcnt
Pcoplcmloving (God with our whole bcing and our ncighbors
as ourselves; and (Great (Commission Péople&-—carrging the

gooc] news of (God'’s love in (Christ to the ends of the earth”

f)ut how cxactlg do we do this? | mean, it looks good on
paper. Jt looks goocl until you get hit bg a bus.

Sc:ripturc gives some insights on this, sPcciFicaug in Acts’
account of the apostlcs’ actions Fouowing the ascension.
Sccing Jesus lifted up out of their sight, these men of
(Halilee return to Jerusalém, and gathcr. Thcg gathcr in
commur;itg and thcg pray, rccciving the power of the Holy
Spirit that Jesus Promisccl before he left them. A power
that offered unfathomable Possibilitics to the aPostlcs then,
just as it does for us now. Jesus delivers both a promise and a
command, for the carlg (Christian leaders as well as for us

toclag: a commission to bear global witness to (God's love.
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Al this haPPcncdjust a week-and-a-half before Pentecost,
the birthc]ag of the Church, which we will celebrate next week.
But not much has changcd since the apostlcs gathcrcd in
that upper room. We are still here, Jcsus remains at the rig[‘nt
hand of the [Father, and we still have much to do to build up
(od's kingclom‘

And so, we bear witness, (Christ working within us, each of us
carrying our individual stories of (iod'’s love at work in our
lives. We bear witness as a community of believers, as we are
at Christ Church: in how we welcome the stranger, include the
other, pastor to those ill among us, in how we meet hate with

lovc, division with unity, violence with peace.

| _ast week in his sermon, Mike called this Placc our rﬁfueling
station—an apt clcscription, in my mind. |n times onog and
times of su{:{:cring, here we draw stréngth in connection and
resurrection through rclationship. We carn’tdo it alone—and

Jd hate to try to. J'm so thankful for this community of love.

Togcther, we gather, pray, and receive the power of the
Sprit. We bear witncss,just as the sma“, urxorganizcc] group
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of carlg (Churchleaders did, men and women who though
traumatized and scared and ill-equippcd, still somehow
managcd to establish (Christ's Church on [ arth—a universal
movement more than 2,000 years old and 2 billion {:o“owers

strong.

Amid the {:icry ordeals taking Placc in our world toclag, amid
our own Pcrsonal heartaches, whether Praising, crying out to,
or screaming at (God, we are called to a witness that does not
waver in untenable circumstances. T his is the work of builcling
up God’s kingdom: witness that nurtures the (Church,

sustains the (Church, and empowers us to be the Churchin
the world.

How will we choose to witness to the glory of (God?

| trulg don’t have any spccial insights or answers. Put | know
this world desperatclg needs such witness. | find peace
knowing the Spirit will ccluiP mc,just as it did our car]y
Church founders and all the saints before us. And ] am
gratc{:ul for this loving group of witnesses at (Christ Church,
maicing thisjoumcy with me.
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Asour| ord Jesus Pragccl on our behalf, let us now pray: for
open hearts and minds to receive the Holg Spirit, for
courage to act on the power of that spirit, for strcngthcning

of the bonds of our community, and in thanksgiving for the gif:l:
of eternal life through Jesus Christ.



