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“THE PARTING WORDS OF JESUS”
Matthew 28:16-20; Acts 1:6-9

I don’t know about you, but I’ve always been somewhat intrigued by the last words of famous people.  You know, the last recorded words of famous people before they die.  
Here’s John Jacob Astor, wealthy American businessman, helping his wife gets in one of the lifeboats and refusing to get in himself, knowing other women and children need his spot, saying, “Goodbye, Dearie, I’ll see you later.”  Of course, he went down with the other 1499 passengers on the Titanic.
Here’s John Wilkes Booth, Abraham Lincoln’s assassin, lying in a field after being shot by a soldier and mumbling, “Tell mother I died for my country…useless…useless.”

Or Thomas Edison, the incomparable inventor, lying in his bed dying of pneumonia at age 78, looking out his bedroom window and saying, “It’s beautiful over there.”

Or, George Washington, “Tis well.”

Babe Ruth, “I’m going over the valley.”

Joan of Arc, “Hold the cross high so I can see it through the flames.”

The parting words of famous people!

In our two texts this morning we have the parting words of Jesus to his disciples.  Not before his death, but rather after his resurrection and before his ascension into heaven.  Matthew, in essence, has Jesus saying, “Go and make disciples.”  In Acts, written by Luke, we find Jesus saying, “Go and be my witnesses.”

I want this morning to pick up on the common thread running through Jesus’ last words as recorded inn Matthew and Luke and apply it to our own lives here and now.  That common thread is, “Go and be my witnesses in the world.”  Let me, then, share with your four insights around the idea of going and bearing witness for Christ in our modern world.

I. WE MUST BE CLEAR ABOUT THE NEED

We live, you and I, in a world in which countless people are seeking spiritual connection and grounding.  I’m not sure the average one of us really appreciates how many people we come across every day who are struggling mentally, emotionally, spiritually and who are eager to find some help, some resource for getting their lives in order.
One Christian thinker says, “You and I rub shoulders every week with people who are floundering spiritually, mentally, and emotionally and who are looking for some anchor of hope and meaning for life amidst their struggles and uncertainties.  They are looking for someone who just might have the answer.”

One of my favorite country and pop singers is Martina McBride.  In one of her songs she sings:
““I’ve been searchin, wonderin, thinking

I’ve been wounded, jaded, loved and hated

I’ve wrestled wrong and right

I’ve been reading, writin, praying, fightin”
Don’t underestimate the number of people whom you may know who are
Searchin….wonderin…wounded….wrestling with wrong and right…

Who are readin, writin, praying, fighin to find some meaning in their lives.
Many a person is just waiting for someone to give them some guidance as to where this help can be found.
II.       OUR PERSONAL STORIES MATTER

There’s not a one of us here this morning who doesn’t have a story.  Something God has done in our lives that has made us who we are and helped us be at the place we are.

Now for most of us it’s not been dramatic.  It’s not been stupendous.  It’s not been exceptional.  For most of us God has simply worked quietly, indirectly, subtlety; as I’ve said before, “Incognito.”  But He has worked.  He has done something in your life.  He has made a difference in your life.  And somebody needs to hear your story, your witness.

Now I’m not talking about imposing your spiritual perceptions, your beliefs, or your doctrine on another person.  That’s not what I’m talking about.  I’ve shared before the scene in the Peanuts cartoon strip when Lucy comes home and tells Charlie Brown that she convinced the boy who sits behind her in her class that her religion is better than his religion.  The conversation goes like this:

CB:  How did you do it, Lucy?  Was it your passion about your beliefs?

L: No.

CB:  Well, was it your eloquence?  Were you just so eloquent that he couldn’t resist accepting your beliefs?

L: No.

CB: Then how did you do it, Lucy?  How did you convince him that your religion is better than his?
L:  “I hit him with my lunch box.”

When I’m talking about sharing our stories with other people, I’m not talking about “lunch box evangelism.”  But I am talking about “coffee cup evangelism.”  
Someone has defined “coffee cup evangelism” as being willing to be in conversation with other persons in the routine experiences of everyday life and looking for opportunities to help them in their time of difficulty or struggle or uncertainty.  Here are some ways I see “coffee cup evangelism” working for you.

· You’re having coffee with a friend or neighbor and she mentions the emotional struggle she’s having over a major issue in her life and you say, warmly and kindly, “Have you prayed about it?”

· You’re eating lunch with a colleague at work and he confides in you that he feels like his life is floundering and you, warmly and kindly, ask, “Do you go to church anywhere?”

· You’re out shopping and run into someone you know and you ask, “How are you doing?”, and the person replies, “No so well.  My marriage is falling apart.”  And you, warmly and kindly, say, “Have you thought about talking to a counselor, perhaps a pastor?”

· You find yourself in conversation with someone who gets somewhat emotional and lets you know that she feels she’s sinking amidst life’s demands and responsibilities and you caringly respond, “I find my strength and help in time with God.”

You see, whenever you have the chance to mention words like “worship”, “prayer”, “pastor”, “church”, “God”, “Jesus”, you open the door for persons to ask you about your own church life, your own faith journey, your own spiritual grounding, your personal relationship with God.  

You might be astounded to discover how many people are just waiting for someone to help them find the anchor they need amidst their anxiety.  The hope they need amidst their helplessness.  The direction they need amidst their difficulty.

Your story about God at work in your life is needed out there, my friends!

And, again, it’s easier than you think!

III.
OUR ACTIONS SPEAK VOLUMES
I’m not telling you here anything you don’t know already.  Every one of us knows that our actions, the way we live our lives, speaks louder and more significantly than our words.  
Let me share with you two key actions that can be a shining light to others as to what it means to be a Christian, a follower of Jesus Christ.

SIMPLE KINDNESS.

In the early 1980s Anne Hobert, a poet and writer living in San Francisco jotted down on a paper place mat the words, ‘RANDOM KINDNESS AND SENSELESS ACTS OF BEAUTY.”  That poetic phrase became, as we all know, the more familiar mantra, “Random acts of kindness.”  That phrase became over time somewhat of a kindness movement in this country.
And while I like its intent, let me be clear that the Christian witness is not about “random acts of kindness” but rather “regular acts of kindness.”    Random acts of kindness, in the end, are not really Christian.  Every person here and there can practice random acts of kindness.  Christians, on the other hand, are called to lifestyle kindness, living in kindness with all persons each and every day.

Be assured that people are watching us.  Our regular acts of kindness, done on behalf of Jesus, will be seen and shared; and Jesus is honored.
STANDING FOR WHAT IS RIGHT AND JUST

Will Willimon, now one of our renowned United Methodist bishops, was at one time a pastor in South Carolina.  During his pastoring there he met Rev. Betsy Parker.  She was the first woman ordained into the ministry of the United Methodist Church in South Carolina; she began her ministry there in 1956. 
She was, as he describes her, a grandmotherly type.  She was also a character.  She did whatever she could to get churches to do what they should be doing.  At one church she served she sought to get them to fix the badly leaking roof and they hesitated; only to find one day when they arrived at the church “Rev. Bessie” on the roof fixing it.  As Willimon says, since no one wants to see your grandmother on a roof, it got fixed.

Toward the end of Bessie’s ministry, the bishop sent her to a very difficult church.  It was one  

infamous for feuding, contentiousness, racism, and animosity toward the denomination. Before Bessie arrived, the church had run off two preachers in six months. Members had consistently refused to send any money to support denominational programs. The bishop seemed cruel to send Bessie there just before her retirement. Everyone predicted disaster.  Willimon remembers being so concerned for Bessie that she had to pastor this particular church.  Some time later Willimon saw Rev. Bessie at a meeting and this conversation took place: 

W: How’s it going, Betsy?

B:  Great!  Sweetest people I ever met.

W: Now wait a minute; are we talking about the same church, the same people?  What about their tendency toward racism and not caring about others in need and not supporting the Methodist cause?

B:  There was one little misunderstanding when we voted on this year's budget.  We got to the apportionment for the Black College Fund. When we were about to vote on acceptance, the chairman of our board said, 'Reverend Parker, we don't give no money to that because we ain't paying for no black people to go to college.'"

W: "Oh no! What did you do?" I asked. 

B: I stood up and said, "John, that's not nice. You sit down and act like a Christian." Everything passed without a single problem.

Sit down and act like a Christian!  Now that’s sound advice for all of us!  When we act like Christians on matters of justice, on what is right, the world takes note and Jesus is honored!  People pay attention and may just be drawn to knowing more about this Jesus!
IV. WE CANNOT TAKE LIGHTLY OUR RESPONSIBILITY
There’s a story told about the angel Gabriel approaching Jesus after he ascends into heaven and saying to him, “Lord, now that you’re here how will others know about you and your love?”  Jesus replied, “I have asked Peter, James, John and a few more friends to tell others about me.  Those who are told will tell others in turn.  And my story will be spread to the farthest reaches of the globe.  Ultimately, all of humankind will have heard.”  Gabriel frowned and looked rather skeptical.  He knew what poor stuff humans were made of.  He said, “Yes, Lord, but what if Peter and James and John grow weary?  What if the people who come after them forget?  What if they just fail to tell?  What is your alternate plan?”  Jesus answered, “I have no other plan.”

Friends, we are the plan.

You are the plan.

I am the plan.

Countless people are waiting for some anchor of hope and meaning in their lives and we have the answer, the person and teachings of Jesus the Christ.  We can’t presume someone else will get the message out.  It is our responsibility; it is our privilege.

May God help us be faithful to spreading the truth of Christ for all the world to hear and respond.

