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1 John 5:9-13
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What’s it mean to be an apostle? What does it mean to call the Church “apostolic”? Since we are known as the Church of the Holy Apostles, we might want to think about that. Our Mission Statement, found on the cover of every Sunday bulletin, reminds us of the vows we took in Baptism, but not the very first one: Will you continue in the Apostles’ teaching and fellowship, in the breaking of bread, and in the prayers. Can we live in our baptismal covenant with all its seeking and serving, its loving and striving, if we neglect the apparently foundational activities of learning, gathering, and praying?

Our reading from Acts this morning gives us a glimpse into the life of the earliest church. In this story, the disciples were fresh from having witnessed the ascension of Jesus. His last words to them promised that they would be his witnesses to the ends of the world. But instead of telling them to get busy, Jesus told them to return to Jerusalem and wait. Now wouldn’t it have been better to get started right away? It might seem so to us, and maybe to the 120 people who made up the church at this point as well. Yet I believe that Jesus told them to wait simply to teach them that the work they were about to embark upon was not simply a series of tasks they had to perform. It was instead a way of life, a life of ministry, sharing, in fact, in God’s ministry in the world. They were being called to witness to God’s victory over the world.

We, too, have so many tasks to fulfill, so many chores that fill up our days; and so we often get distracted, we lose focus; and if we don’t stop every now and then to pull ourselves back together, to find our center and renew our strength – and who has time to do that – we become burned out. Which is why there are so many burned out people in our churches. We become burned out in the busyness of our churches, because that is what we think we are supposed to do – be constantly busy doing something! Yet today, as throughout the season of Easter, we are reminded that what we are primarily called to do is simply be witnesses to the presence and work of the Risen Christ in our world, to discern the activity of our Lord, and to share that vision with others who do not or cannot see, who do not know the source of our hope and life. This is the first meaning of “apostle” – one who is a witness to the Resurrection. Salvation, after all – and this is a lesson we must learn over and over again – salvation does not consist in what we do, but in what God has done for us in Christ Jesus. Of this we all are witnesses.
This is why, in his final prayer for his disciples – a prayer which includes you and me – Jesus describes his disciples as “not of the world”, he prays that they, we, be sanctified and consecrated, that is, made holy. Now all of that means the same thing – the followers of Jesus Christ are set apart in that they no longer live by listening to the world’s words about itself, but instead by listening to God’s Word to the world. If we are to discern Christ’s saving presence in the world we need a new perspective, a new place to stand so that we can see what others do not, because they cannot, see. A magician’s sleight of hand may fool his immediate audience, but from another angle, you can see the trick that he is playing. That is what the followers of Jesus do, they make known the gracious work of God – sometimes by allowing that work to be done through them, sometimes by simply pointing the way – and they can do so because while they may be in the world, they are not of the world. They have a different ground to stand upon which provides them with a different point of view. This is the second meaning of “apostle”. The band of apostles (the “Twelve” who are so important in the book of Acts) is itself both a symbol and an outpost of God’s reign over the earth. When apostles gather together, they embody what life in-but-not-of the world looks like. In other words, they are the Church.

Yes, we tend to forget as well that the Church is not our business, it is God’s new creation. The Church is the vantage point which enables the work of discernment because discerning God’s work and presence – whether in our own lives or in the world around us – requires a loving and supporting community. This is the place in which we are accountable one to another before God. We share this work of discernment, this life of witnessing to the presence of Christ. Which is why it is so important for us to gather together every Sunday. We come here with the conscious awareness of Christ in our midst – “where two or three are gathered together in my name, there am I in the midst of them.” Here we come to see and touch and know Christ in Word and Sacrament, in bread and wine, in the flesh and blood of one another. That is the awareness we take with us into the world. Seeing and knowing Christ here, we know what to look for, and we know how to recognize him out in the world beyond those doors. And we know how to recognize him and nurture his likeness in our own lives. That is the third meaning of “apostle”. An apostle is Christ’s presence in the world. In her words you hear the voice of Jesus. In his deeds you see Jesus at work.
Will you continue in the apostles’ teaching and fellowship, in the breaking of bread and in the prayers? Will you be an apostle? Will you be as Jesus for someone today?

