
SERMON NOTES                                                           May 28, 2017, Ascension Sunday 
 

 

Graduation Day! 
Don Lincoln 
Acts 1: 6-14 

 
 
Her name is Louise.  Louise and I were at Princeton Seminary together in 1977.  Louise 
was an early pioneer of women in ministry.  Like many women entering ministry at that 
time, she was a woman of strong will and thick skin.  You had to be – women in ministry 
was still a pretty new thing to the church, and not all that widely accepted in many corners.   
 
Louise was more progressive than me theologically.  No surprise – many of the women 
were.  Not because they were all left-wing liberals, but because I came from a more 
evangelical Presbyterian church, with hints of charismatic renewal woven into my heritage 
– so it wasn’t hard for just about anybody to be more progressive than me.   
 
So, let me just say that with my theological leanings toward doctrinal and biblical purity, 
and Louise’s perspective, and not-so-shrinking-violet personality, she and I did not become 
fast friends while at seminary.  Twenty-two years later, I came to Westminster, and was 
invited to join a fellowship and study group of 25 large church pastors I often speak or write 
to you about.  My first meeting was in 2002 at the Bryn Mawr Presbyterian Church.  Guess 
who was in the group?  Louise. 
 
She’s still a little more progressive than me; I a little more conservative than her; but that matters 
little.  Over the 15 years we have been part of that group, we have become dear friends. 
 
Well, our pastors’ group – 25 pastors – met two weeks ago in Doylestown – hosted by the 
pastor of the Doylestown Presbyterian Church, John Willingham.  One day for lunch John 
handed everyone a $20 bill and set us loose in Doylestown, free to choose any restaurant.  
Louise and I were in a group of six pastors that went together to a restaurant.  Good 
friends, in casual attire, happy to be together, we laughed and carried on – regaling one 
another with stories.  (I know that’s hard to believe – six pastors telling stories!  Stories 
about you……..   ).   
 
We ordered our food; in a bit it arrived.  As the last plate was set on the table, Louise 
turned to the young waitress and said to her, “We’re about to pray over this lovely meal.  Is 
there anything we could pray about for you?”   
 
The waitress hesitated a moment – and then, a little embarrassed, said – “Well, you could 
pray for my life; it’s a mess;” and quickly walked away.   
 
So Louise led us in prayer, and having remembered the name of the waitress from the 
waitress’ self-introduction, because Louise obviously trained herself to do that, she lifted 
the young woman up in prayer by name, prayed for her life, prayed for food, those who 
had grown it and prepared it, said AMEN. 
 



The other five pastors at the table were so touched by the elegant way Louise had both 
witnessed to her faith, and cared for a stranger.  Instead of having a wait-person come 
back to a table to fill water glasses, and stumble on six people with heads bowed, 
embarrassed if she started to ask if anyone needed anything before realizing what was 
going on, Louise had warned our waitress what was about to happen – and then invited 
her into our communion – even if only peripherally – testifying to her belief in the power of 
prayer.  Five pastors, with close to two-hundred years of ministry collectively under our 
belts, learned something new about witnessing at lunch in Doylestown. 
 
The next time the waitress returned, her eyes were a little damp, and she thanked Louise 
profusely for asking if we could pray for her.  “It meant more than you will ever know,” she 
said.  We told her we were visiting from out of town, but were all good friends with the 
pastor of the Doylestown Presbyterian Church, John Willingham, who was a great guy.  
That was it. 
 
“You shall be my witnesses.”  Jesus is leaving the disciples, and this is His final 
command:  “You shall be my witnesses, in Jerusalem, Judea and Samaria.”  And even to 
the ends of the earth in Doylestown.  It was so obvious that day, that Louise takes that job 
seriously, 38 years after graduating from seminary, she still thinks it, 24/7, and does so 
with an elegance, creativity, simplicity and warmth that there is no question she is a gift to 
the world to which she considers herself sent every day. 
 
Ascension Sunday is commissioning Sunday for the church.  It’s like the day when the 
President of the university, or the principal of the school, the leader of the certifying body 
hands you that certificate, that diploma, that credentialing, and says, “Go for it!  Do what 
you’ve been called to do.  Oh – and by the way, next week the Holy Spirit will come along, 
and you’ll have all the equipment you’ll need.” 
 
It’s clear from this text a group is being formed.  The disciples are urged to go back to 
Jerusalem together, and stay there; to wait for the Spirit to come to equip them.  There is 
no question, Jesus is forming this group together in a really unique way – a relay team – 
they are being gathered and collected.  
 
But they are not being formed for their own sake.1  Where did we lose that concept in the 
church, that we are not being formed for the sake of ourselves?  They are being formed for 
the sake of Jerusalem, Judea, Samaria and beyond.  This group will be the agents of the 
spread of the kingdom.  And the cool thing in this text – I don’t know if you heard it – but 
it’s an innovative group, that actually had women in leadership.  How did we lose THAT 
idea for so many years?  Why did we let go of that one for so many centuries? 
 
You shall be my witnesses!  In the world of the first century, when someone was enthroned as 
king, that new authority would be shared – would come to pass across the land – would take 
effect by heralds going throughout the territory with the news, “We have a king!”2  That’s how 
everybody knew a new authority was in place.  That’s what the disciples are called to do.  Go 
out and be heralds of this One who has been lifted up in glory.  This is the calling of the 
followers of Jesus.  In every place; in every age.  And this is not just a suggestion; or an 
option.  It is a command, to witness, to share, to tell.  “You shall be my witnesses.”  
 



Jesus says we shall receive power to witness.  And boy do we need it.  We need power if 
we are going to overcome our hesitation to speak about Jesus at all.  In this building that’s 
what you pay me to do – you expect me to do that.  But outside these doors – really?  
Many of us Christians take great pause at having to find the appropriate word to say about 
God or about the Christian faith.  We’d rather avoid that assignment.  Some of us would 
rather paint the sanctuary than have to go out and say anything to anybody about Jesus.   
 
I remember a colleague of mine – a Lutheran pastor – once telling his congregation that 
Lutherans, on average, invite someone to come to church once every 14 years.  He then 
said to his people, “I’m wondering if some of you are a little overdue?” 
 
Catholic social worker Dorothy Day said, “If I have achieved anything in my life, it is 
because I have not been embarrassed to talk about God.”3   
 
The top two reasons people come to Westminster?  We’ve been surveying new members 
classes for years and there are two reasons that are always at the top, way above anything 
else as to why they come here.  Two reasons which go back and forth as to which is the first 
but they really are pretty equal.  1) They have seen it from Route 202 (which is why 
periodically we cut down a few more overgrown trees ); or, 2)  They have been invited by 
someone else; a witness.  “I found a great place to grow in my faith about Jesus.” 
 
You shall be my witnesses.  Here in the 21st Century, we think it’s hard for us, but that of 
course it must have been a cakewalk for the first disciples.  Really?  Jerusalem was their first 
assignment.  Jerusalem.  Where Jesus was arrested and killed.  And, it’s not even home to 
these disciples.  But, perhaps they’re thinking, “OK.  We’re a little familiar with it; we’re here; 
we’ve met a few people.  It may take some adjustment, but we can witness in Jerusalem.”    
 
Then Jesus says, “And you shall be my witnesses in Judea.” 
 
“Well,” they might have thought.  “That’s a little bigger territory, but we can handle that.  In 
fact, we have some friends in Judea.  We know those people; we speak the same 
language.  Yes – we can give it a try.” 
 
“And you shall be my witnesses in Samaria.” 
 
“What?  The Samaritans?  Oh Jesus, You’ve got to be kidding.  They hate us.  They won’t 
listen. They have different political views than us.  They’re not even real Jews.  They don’t 
have the right books in their Bibles.  They’re pretty much heretics.”  Are you sure you 
mean Samaria?” 
 
“Yes – and then to the ends of the earth.” 
 
“You mean…..like the Gentiles?  They’re even more NOT Jewish than the Samaritans.  
They don’t speak Hebrew or Aramaic.  How are we going to witness to Gentiles?” 4 
 
But you know the story.  They go; they witness.  Along the way, as they announced 
change in the world – the reign of a new king – these disciples they were changed too.  As 
the book of Acts unfolds, we see it.  Their world gets bigger; their faith grows.  First there 



were Jews.  Then Greek speaking Jews.  Then some Samaritans.  Then an Ethiopian 
Eunuch.  And then Gentiles – Italians, Turks, Greeks, Romans, all of them.  I’m sure some 
folks were asking, “What is happening to our church!!???” 
 
And for sure, when the book of Acts ends, all the barriers that were there are still there.  
Rich and poor, black and white, male and female, young and old, labor and management, 
hawk and dove.  The barriers are still there.   
 
But so is this promise unfolding; breaking them down.  Jesus says, You shall receive power, 
and it will be power to share the good news with anyone, anywhere.”  No prejudice allowed.  
“Trust me,” God says.  “Just do what you’re called to do.  I’ll take care of the rest.”   
 
We wouldn’t be here if a group of folks hadn’t decided 125 years ago that they needed to 
start a new witness in West Chester named Westminster.  
 
It’s Memorial Day weekend.  Perhaps you’ve scheduled a BBQ – it’s the beginning of 
summer.  We forget that this is a remembrance day; A day of “Thank you for your service,” 
to those who made the ultimate sacrifice in service to others. 
 
Perhaps that’s a good image for us in light of this passage.  Because maybe witnessing 
feels like you’re being asked to charge into enemy fire – harm’s way – the fire of ridicule, or 
dismissal, or disinterest, or disconnect.  We don’t use military language much anymore 
about the church – or sing Onward Christian soldiers – but the call of Jesus “to go into the 
field” is still there.  And as Christians, we’re not supposed to “plead the fifth” when it comes 
to telling about who is king.   
 
For this is how Christians are made – one ordinary person telling another the good news of 
a new king.  And Jesus calls you and me to be witnesses.  It’s not for someone else to do.  
In some way, some form, you and I should be able to share the joy you find in belonging to 
something bigger than ourselves for the sake of the world.  You and I saw it this week – 
the world’s a mess and without our witness, will the peace of God ever reign in Jerusalem 
or Judea or Samaria or Ethopia?  
 
So my invitation to you is to look for the opportunity.  It doesn’t have to be much.  In a 
sympathy card.  In an email.  Say something about your faith; the promises you hold fast to. 
 
It doesn’t take a whole lot to drop a word about what you believe in.  Instead of just saying, 
“I’ll pray for you,” why don’t you just go ahead and pray for them – right then and there – 
on the phone; in the parking lot; in an email. 
 
Since Louise – I’m trying to be attentive.  Monday is my day to visit at  Chester County 
Hospital.  We all take turns during the week.  If you haven’t been to Chester County 
Hospital recently, they are in the middle of construction.  They took away the front 
entrance, you have to park in the parking garage, get in a shuttle and ride around to the 
old entrance.  This guy drives the bus all day long and engages a little banter.  I go into the 
hospital, no one is on the roster from Westminster, I go back out and get on the bus.  He 
says, “Well, that was a short visit!”  I look around to see a couple of people on the bus with 
me.  So I say, “Yea, the Presbyterians are healthy today.”   



This young woman with a small child across the aisle asks, “Are you Presbyterian?”   
 

“Yea.”   
 

“What church?” 
 

“Westminster.”  Down on 202 before you get to 926 on the edge of the farm.” 
 

“Oh, I know just where you’re talking about.  I grew up in this area and saw that church 
being built!  Do you go there?” 
 

“Most Sundays!” 
 

“Do you like it?” 
 

“Well, most Sundays!  I’m one of the pastors there.” 
 

“I’ve always thought about stopping there.  Just was never sure if it was OK.” 
 

“It’s OK.  It’s VERY OK.” 
 
+++++++++++++++ 
 
“We’re about to pray for this meal before us.  Is there anything that we can pray about for you.” 
 
++++++++++++++ 
 
It doesn’t take much to find a simple, elegant way to proclaim your faith and care for the world. 
 
Let us pray.  Holy God, I thank you for Louise and for all the ways and people and things 
that teach us all a little more about what it means to follow You.  Bless us, open our eyes 
and our hearts and our ears and our minds and our hands, whatever else needs to be 
opened up to those opportunities to be a witness to this amazing love You pour out on the 
world, and this peace You desire to cross nations and boundaries everywhere.  Bless us, 
O God, we pray in Your name, Amen. 
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4. This conversation is modelled on one by Fred Craddock in his sermon “You Shall Receive 
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