Pre:

We continue to talk about new beginnings today. 
Our Bible story comes from the first chapter of the book of Acts, which is the sequel to the Gospel of Luke. The full name of this book is “The Acts of the Apostles.” Some people have nicknamed it “The Acts of the Holy Spirit” because it is the Spirit which empowers the apostles and enables them to do the Acts that we read about in this book.


The specific story that we are going to read about today is the story of the ascension of Jesus into heaven. It’s about 40 days after the resurrection, and a little more than a week before Pentecost. Jesus has been teaching the disciples during those forty days, and preparing them for his departure and the coming of the Holy Spirit. 

Closing a Door, Opening a Window
Acts 1:1-14


In the classic movie The Sound of Music, Maria (Julie Andrews) says “when the Lord closes a door, somewhere he opens a window.” She was referring to that turning point in her life when she left the Abbey (which she had thought was going to be her life) and then entered into a life she never imagined could be possible: marriage to the Baron von Trapp along with an instant family.

Whenever God closes a door, God also opens a window. But sometimes it can be hard to see beyond the closed door, can’t it? 


There’s a story about a dying patient, back in the days when doctors regularly made house calls. The man’s doctor came to his bedside, and the dying man asked him what death would be like. The doctor sort of fumbled about in his mind for an answer and then he heard a scratching at the door of the room. The doctor looked at his patient and he said, “Did you hear that noise? This is my dog which I brought with me tonight, and I left him downstairs before I came up to your room. He climbed those stairs for he knows that I am in here. He has no other ideas about what is in this room for he has never been here before. All he knows is that I am in here and that is good enough for him. You don’t know what is on the other side of the door of death, but you do know that your Master is there.”  (Illustrations Unlimited, 151) 

That’s a great story, isn’t it? And a great truth about trusting God. 

My message today is not about death, though, it’s about trusting God in this life and in the next. When a door closes, you can trust God with whatever is next.

Our God is the one who made this universe, and who continues to be active in this world in which we live. An old hymn says, “I serve a risen savior, he’s in the world today . . . .” Jesus is still alive and at work in this world, and you and I can be a part of what he is doing.  


But if you want to be a part of what God is doing, you need to learn to trust this God, so that when a door closes, you know that a window will open somewhere, sometime. The point is that there’s more beyond, more grace, more life, more love, and more work for us to do. 


Today’s Bible story is an important turning point in the life of the disciples. A door has closed.  Jesus has ascended to heaven. No longer will they have Jesus with them physically to guide them and to teach them and to model ministry for them. He will still be with them, but that presence will be manifested in a different way. The Holy Spirit will be their guide and their power. 


But before that can happen, they need to get rid of one major misconception that they still carry with them. Did you catch it? Before Jesus was crucified, the disciples expected him to be a certain kind of messiah, didn’t they? He was supposed to round up all the freedom fighters and raise an army that could defeat Rome and bring back Israeli independence. When Jesus died, that hope was dashed. They thought it was the end. But then came the resurrection and they began to see that what they thought was an ending was just a new beginning. Jesus was indeed the messiah, but he would accomplish his mission in a different way than they had supposed. But here on the day of the Ascension, their thoughts are still quite near-sighted and earth bound. 


Listen to the question that is on the lips of the disciples: “Lord, is this the time. . .is this the time when you will restore the kingdom to Israel?” It seems clear that these people have learned to trust Jesus. They know that he is about to do something. But they still imagine that his goal is to create an earthly kingdom of Israel. And that’s interesting, isn’t it, in light of all that they have been through with Jesus?

But they are not so different from us. Think about the things that you are asking God to do in your own life, or in the life of our church, or in the world. What kind of work do you expect God to accomplish in you and for you and through you?  

Is this the time? the disciples asked. Are you going to restore the kingdom to Israel now?


The challenge today is to put the question in your own words and in your own context. What is the question that you continue to ask God? What is the thing that you think God most needs to do for you or for the church or for the world? Is this the time, Jesus? Are you going to heal my loved one, are you going to bring Morning Star a huge crowd of people, are you going to give us a big pot of gold at the end of the rainbow so we don’t have to worry about finances any more? Is this the time?


Let me put this in terms of a question that I saw on the readerboard of the Methodist Church this week: Do you want to use God or be used by God? Very often, I think, people look at God as an attachment to their own life. God is a tool to be used to accomplish what they either want to accomplish or what they think needs to be accomplished. 
It turns out that the disciples were trying to use God instead of being used by God. But that was about to change. Big Time.  


So the huge paradigm shift that we see the disciples going through, and which we must go through ourselves, is that God is the centerpoint, the source, the master architect and planner. God has a big plan and you need to discover where you fit in that plan.  

The new question that all disciples need to learn to ask is this one: What is God doing in our present world, and how does my life fit into God’s plan? 
Now how in the world can you figure that out? 


You do it by waiting. Jesus commanded the disciples not to leave Jerusalem but to wait for the promise of the Father (that is, to wait for the Holy Spirit to come and show the way). Waiting is not my favorite thing to do! Yet, waiting is the command, and if you learn to do it the way the disciples did, you will find that waiting is productive. If you read on in this story, beyond the ascension, you will find that the disciples did wait, and while they were waiting, they didn’t just twiddle their thumbs. Can you guess what they did? They prayed. And they listened. 
For those of us who are accustomed to instant everything, waiting is a huge burden. We can barely wait for a stop light to change color. And yet, waiting is one of the most important jobs of the church. It is perhaps the toughest job of all. William Willimon says that our “waiting implies that the things which need doing in the world are beyond our ability to accomplish solely by our own effort. . . . some other empowerment is needed.”  (Acts, in loc) The work that Jesus has given us to do is no less supernatural than the feeding of 5,000 with a few loaves and fish, or giving the blind their sight. We cannot do the work of the church on our own steam. We must wait for the power of the Holy Spirit to guide us and propel us forward. And like the disciples, our waiting must be full of prayer. 

So one door closed when Jesus ascended into heaven. He wouldn’t be with them physically any more. But a window would open. A really big window! I suspect you know the story. And we’ll talk about Pentecost next week, when the Holy Spirit comes in that open window and sort of knocks their socks off. But for now, I challenge you to stand in the sandals of the disciples in that moment when Jesus has been lifted up. The door has closed. And what window will open? Take this really personally if a door has closed for you. What’s next for you? Dare to wait like the disciples did. Devote yourself to prayer. Open your ears and eyes to what God is doing in the world, and how you can be a part of God’s big plan.     
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