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Today’s scripture is the last of the resurrection appearances of Jesus.  It is commonly called the Ascension.  In the church calendar Ascension Sunday is the Sunday before Pentecost.  The day of Ascension was actually last Thursday – 40 days after Easter.  The moment of Ascension is a rather mysterious event - Jesus being taken up in a cloud to heaven.  There are slight variations  in these two accounts which we have heard this morning written by the same author a few years apart.    This story of the ascension is the only overlapping story in the two books by Luke.  Book one - the gospel of Luke is about the life, death and resurrection of Jesus. And this is the last event of Jesus’ life here on earth.  Book two, which we call Acts, or the Acts of the Apostles, picks up the story and tells about the disciples, the apostles, the early church and the call for all of us who follow in that line of faith, following Jesus.  So this story that overlaps becomes a bridge between the two books.  This story of Jesus last words to his followers, of his last promise to them, and of his last instructions bridges the story of Jesus’ life, to the “so what” of the story of Jesus.  It helps us make the link between our experience and understanding of Jesus Christ and what that means to us in the way we live individually and collectively.  These last words become Jesus’ last will and testament to all who would follow and serve.  
Scholars have suggested that the ascension itself - Jesus rising in the clouds - is meant to symbolize and emphasize the power of Christ, to prove that Jesus of Nazareth, the human man Jesus, indeed, had the very power of God Almighty, and therefore that Jesus had the authority to pass that power on to his followers, as he does in these verses, and to challenge us to live in loving service.  
In this moment of Ascension, then, - that line of thought argues - in this moment when Jesus departs earth for heaven - that is the moment when power is passed from Jesus to his followers.  Jesus leaves this earth and charges we who remain here to carry on God’s work of creation and restoration.  Jesus’ ascension signals the beginning of responsibility for his followers.  
In effect, Jesus says, “It’s your turn.  You take it from here.”  Jesus says, “I’ve told you and shown you everything you need to know about God - everything you need to live a faithful life honoring and serving God.  You’ve seen it.  You’ve experienced it.  Now, Jesus says, I’m trusting you to take it from here - to go out and live the grace of God you have received.”  The word Jesus uses in both Luke and Acts is Witness.  You are my witnesses.   Think about that word – witness.  What does a witness do?  A witness first sees or experiences, and then a witness shares or tells.  We have experienced God’s love in Jesus Christ.  It’s time to share.
The rest of the book of Acts is about that sharing.  It’s about the ways in which the first followers tried to bear witness to all they had experienced.  And it’s about how we followers of Christ 2000 years later are called to do the same - to witness to all we have experienced of God’s love in Jesus Christ - to share what we have seen and heard and known of God’s love and mercy - to live that love and mercy in everything we do. So that when others see and come to know us, then they too will experience the love of God.  Do you think when people see you, they see Jesus?  Do you think when people look at First Presbyterian Church, they experience the love of God as shown in Jesus Christ?  It’s quite a challenge - to be the face and the hands and feet of Jesus in the world. To be God’s witness in the world today.  How can you do that?  How can we be that witness of Christ together today?  How can we show and share the amazing love and grace of God to everyone we touch, and in everything we do?  That’s our call.  That’s our mission.  
In the passage from Luke verse 45 says that Jesus “opened their minds.”  Just a few verses before this passage, Jesus had “opened the eyes” of the disciples.  I would argue this whole passage is about opening our minds and eyes, our hearts and hands as well. We must be open to Christ’s movement among us, open to God’s guidance.  We must be open to the world around us, so that we can see the need Jesus is calling us to meet.  Indeed – so that we can see the world as Jesus sees the world.  So that we can respond as Jesus would respond.  
It’s not about knowing something.  It’s about DOING something to serve God, and thereby inviting others in to this marvelous life-changing, world-affirming experience of grace.  In this scripture passage Jesus passes on the very power of God to us.  We have received that power of God – the power of love and purpose, of grace and goodness.  Friends, feel the presence of God.  Experience the power of God.  Live the love of God.  

So on to the practical portion of today’s sermon.  We are one week away from the day of Pentecost, when we celebrate receiving the power of God and the gifts of God.  This year that day of Pentecost falls on Memorial Day weekend – that unofficial beginning of summer.  Soon we will scatter and may not see as much of each other as we would like.  Soon, or maybe even already, we will lose some of the momentum of being together – that Easter joy we have been celebrating all Spring.  

And this year, that scattering is compounded by my leaving in two weeks.  We will gather to celebrate, and I thank you in advance.  But then we will hit the summer.  Sometimes known as the summer slump.  This year in the change of leadership, there might be a tendency to sit back and wait and see what happens.  I would caution you against that – as Jesus was cautioning the disciples.  Don’t wait and see.  Rather dive in, jump in, rise up.  Jesus expected his disciples to take over.  He told them exactly what to do – witness, tell everybody about God’s love in Jesus Christ.  Fortunately you have great leaders in place in your session and in your new pastors – to lead you and walk with you as you rise up to follow Jesus.  
This passage and next week’s scripture about Pentecost are timed by God to remind you to hold on to the energy, the passion, the power and the purpose God has given you.  You have a job to do.  Go and tell – every where, every way you can imagine.  Dream it and do it, by God’s grace.  Children of God, disciples of Jesus.  Accept your calling and carry God’ love into the world wherever you go.  Rise up and follow Jesus.  Amen.  
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