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 It seems that these days, if you are going to be a self-respecting business or 
organization or any other kind of group, you’ve got to have a mission statement.  A 
mission statement, or vision statement, gives a succinct summary of a group’s purpose, 
why it exists, and what its goals are.  And experts tell us that a good mission statement 
must be 3 things--clear, memorable, concise. 
 Like this one:  “We save people money so they can live better.”  Do you know 
whose mission that is?  Of course you do, if you’ve ever shopped at Walmart. 
 Or how about this statement:  “Our mission is to refresh the world, to inspire 
moments of optimism and happiness, to create value and make a difference.”  Can you 
guess who aspires to that laudable goal?  Coca Cola, anyone? 

Or maybe you prefer coffee to coke.  Then you need to know about this company: 
“Our mission is to inspire and nurture the human spirit, one person, one cup and 

one neighborhood at a time.”  How about we meet at Starbucks after church? 
Not only companies out to make money have mission statements.  Some people 

formulate their own personal visions.  Here’s one:  “I want to be the kind of person 
my dog already thinks I am.”  (That’s one for me.) 

 And then there are statements from other kinds of groups.  Like this:  “Our 
mission is to stop drunk driving, support the victims of this violent crime and prevent 
underage drinking.”   That’s from MADD, Mothers Against Drunk Driving. 
 And finally there’s this mission statement:  “God calls us to be followers of Jesus 
Christ and, by the power of the Holy Spirit, to grow as communities of grace, joy and  
peace, so that God’s healing and hope flow through us to the world.”  That one we should 
know.  It’s the vision statement of our Mennonite Church. 
 If it is observed, a mission statement can be useful.  It can articulate a group’s 
identity, and focus its energy.  If it is observed, a vision statement can help the various 
parts of the organization to move together as one, and can offer a group a yardstick to 
measure its progress.  And when new people come on board, they can be drawn into 
teamwork through the mission statement.  
 IF the statement is observed.  And that’s a big IF.  Because quite often 
organizations and groups can lose their focus, become self-absorbed, and lose track of 
what they are there for.  And instead of looking out, and facing the world with a sense of 
mission and purpose, they get preoccupied with looking in at themselves…or, in the case 
of the disciples, looking up. 
 That’s where the disciples’ attention is focused when we meet them in our text.    
They’re standing outside of Jerusalem, necks craned upward, gazing up into heaven, up 
into Jesus’ disappearing face.  And I can understand why they’re just standing there, 
looking up.  It’s because they’re saying good-bye.  And it can be very hard to say 
good-bye to someone you have been attached to, and perhaps have deeply loved.   
 When my sister’s son Ryan left home to board his yellow school bus for his first day 
at school, my sister stood at the window a long time, choking back tears, watching him go 
out to the road carrying his little briefcase, waving good-bye.  As the bus drove away, she 
gazed after if it a long time, hoping desperately that she had not seen the last of him.  (I 
once gazed after Julie like that, during our courting days, when she left Manitoba where I 



was living to return to Indiana on the train.)   
And I imagine the disciples must have felt the same as they gazed up to say 

good-bye to Jesus, yet once again.  Once before, they had to say good-bye, after his 
disastrous crucifixion.  And then, against all expectations, Jesus was raised from the 
dead.  And for forty days the risen Jesus had taught, ate, fellowshipped with them.  It 
was like old times.  Those disciples must have thought Jesus would be with them 
forever, because they asked him whether now he would establish God's final Kingdom on 
earth.  And then, once more, they have to say good-bye, as Jesus leaves the earth to 
ascend to God’s throne.  And they stand there, looking up, likely choking back their own 
tears, as he disappears out of their sight.   
 And then, two strangers appear.  And they brusquely ask, "Why are you standing 
here, looking up?   He’s not gone forever, you’ll see him again.”  And their unspoken 
admonition concerns a mission statement.  “Don’t you remember what Jesus told you 
you’re supposed to be doing?” these two strangers implicity ask.  Don’t just stand there 
looking up.  Start looking out, out into the world, out to where Jesus has called you, out to 
where he is sending you, with a mission to fulfill.” 
 Did you hear Jesus' mission statement in our text?  He did give one.  It was 
reasonably clear, memorable, concise.  I'll read it again:  "You will receive power when 
the Holy Spirit has come upon you; and you will be my witnesses in Jerusalem, in all 
Judea, and in Samaria, and to the ends of the earth."  “During my absence from earth,” 
Jesus says, “your job is not to hold onto warm memories of me here in nice, cozy 
Jerusalem.  Your job is not to look up wistfully into the spiritual realm trying to see my 
face, or back at a golden past and much-loved leader.  You have a job to do on earth, out 
there, outside your comfort zone, out there, in your neighborhood, in your province, in  
your wider world.  Your mission, out there, is to be my ‘witnesses’.”   
 You and I know, of course, what a witness is.  A witness is someone who publicly 
declares what he or she knows to be true.  We hear the screech of tires and the crash of 
metal and the shattering of glass out there in the street, as we are coming into church, and 
turn just in time to see it.  The police officer investigating the accident asks us, "Would 
you be willing to testify as a witness?  All you have to do is to tell what you saw and 
heard."  That’s what a witness does—declare what they have seen and heard.   The 
truth, the whole truth, and nothing but the truth.  In Greek, the language the NT was 
written in, the word “witness” can also mean “martyr.”  A witness not only speaks the 
truth; he or she might also die for the truth. 
 Which is what we find the apostles doing in the rest of Acts.  They witness.  They 
witness by speaking.  Like some of the players in our present Ontario election campaign, 
they speak wherever they can get an audience, they speak of the lordship of Jesus. 
 And the apostles also witness by doing.  In Jesus' name, they do works that are 
both mighty and mundane, works that bring healing and light and hope and life to people.  
And along the way, a few of them do die in their mission of witnessing. 

I know, the word “witness” can have some unpleasant connotations.  It can 
conjure up verbal evangelisitic techniques that are simplistic or insensitive or coercive 
and that turn people off.  Quite often witnessing to Jesus as Lord perhaps communicates 
better through deed alone, or through deed interpreted by a discreet word.  Like 
Mennonite Central Committee does.  When MCC sends its canned beef abroad, or 
grain, or relief kits, they often inscribe on the container the words, "In the name of Christ."  
There's a double message here.  First message is:  "We care about your physical  
 



need—hence the food."  The second message is:  "This food comes from us, to you, 
because of Jesus."   
 Still, spoken at the right place at the right time, a word alone can be a powerful 
witness.  On April 29, 1999, at Columbine High School in Littleton, Colorado, two senior 
students used explosives and guns to kill 12 students and one teacher.  One of the 
students who died was Cassie Bernall.  During their rampage through the school library, 
one of the gunman confronted Cassie and demanded, "Do you believe in God?"  A 
frightened Cassie said, "Yes."  And then she was shot.  Cassie could have said "No."  
Had she done so, she might be alive today.  But Cassie decided to witness to her faith.  
Her witness was a verbal one, one word--very clear, memorable, concise--one 
appropriate word that was called for by her situation.  That word was “Yes.”  In her 
“Yes,” Cassie not only gave witness to her faith, she became a witness, a martyr. 
 I think that one little three-letter word, “Yes, yes to Jesus as Lord,” spoken and 
enacted in different ways, can be a clear, memorable, and concise mission statement for 
you and me, the church, as we live in this interim period between Jesus’ ascension and 
his reappearance at the end of time.  I’ve really been enjoying the conversations with 
many of you about your experience at here at The First Mennonite Church, and your own 
vision for its future.  Some of you are asking how this congregation can say that “yes” 
more intentionally, how our gaze can be turned more “out” than “in” or “up” or “back” at the 
past.  Some of you are wondering how our sense of mission can be sharpened as this 
congregation soon enters a new phase with a new pastor.  One of you expressed the 
wish for some kind of visible outreach, for something, as you put it, that “might distinguish 
us as Mennonites here in Vineland.  God is at work in Vineland,” you said.  “How can we  
get on board?”  
 Of course, to get on board with what God is doing doesn’t have to mean adding a 
bunch of programs to already-busy schedules.  It can be as simple as just being more 
intentional about who we already are.  This past week I read about a church that 
provides a powerful witness to Jesus just by being church.  During the sharing time 
before the congregational prayer, a young woman stood up and said, “I don’t know what’s 
going to become of us.  John left us last week.  I don’t know what the girls and I are 
going to do.”  There was a long, awkward silence.  Then someone spoke, one of the 
older members of the congregation.  “I know what you’ll do,” she said, looking back 
toward the young mother.  “You will reach out to the rest of us for help.  When my 
husband left me, I felt just like you did.  But I recovered.  So can you.”  Another person 
said, “I’ll be glad to help.  I’ve been looking for someone to help out at my office.”  
Another said, “We can help with those precious girls.”  Finally the pastor said, “Well, I 
don’t think we need to pray for Mary just now.  The Lord has enabled the church to do the 
Lord’s work.”  And when the church just becomes “church,” that’s a pretty powerful 
witness.  And others out there, in Judea and Samaria will see it, and will want to be part 
of it. 
 A few weeks ago Brian Bauman, Mission Minister for Mennonite Church Eastern 
Canada, visited our adult Sunday School class.  I had asked him to help us think about 
ways that this church could be more active in this community.  He didn’t.  Rather, Brian 
pressed us with one question:  “Who is Jesus for you?”  A good question, a pretty 
fundamental one.  Who is Jesus for us?   

Well, how about the Jesus we met on the cusp of his ascension, the one who  
leaves his friends with a one-word mission statement:  “witness.”  How about the Jesus 
who calls his friends not to focus their gaze in, or up, or back, but out into their own Judea 



and Samara and wider world.  Can he be the Jesus for us?  The Jesus who invites us, 
nudges us, pushes us out there to “declare” what we believe about him to be true, in ways 
that are clear, memorable, and concise. 
 


