Replacing Judas
Acts 1:15-17; 21-26
Some years ago - when our oldest children, were very little, my husband, Patrick and our son, Connall were out in the yard together.  At a point Connall went inside and came back a bit later with an announcement for Patrick which was a bit alarming. Connall said, “It’s ok Dad - I cleaned it up.”  That was all - no introduction, no explanation, just the declaration: “I cleaned it up.” Patrick  was not comforted by Connall’s assurance that ‘it was ok.’ and he immediately went inside to see what was up. Inside he found a sticky residue on the floor in the kitchen and up the stairs.  It seems that Connall had gone inside because he was thirsty.  He took a plastic container of powdered lemonade mix and added water to it. Then he drank his lemonade - or rather the sticky, thick concentrate, which he thought was lemonade - straight from that container walking through the house.  Those lemonade containers aren’t meant to be used as a cup - so naturally, it dribbled all over.
This story comes up from time to time - and is one we chuckle over.  And - I must admit, my delight in this story comes in no small part from the fact that I wasn’t home - and the sticky lemonade concentrate wasn’t something I had to actually clean up.  But, what is also intriguing to me is Connall’s initiative - both in making the lemonade and in cleaning it up.  He’d watched us and knew that water and the powdered ‘stuff’ make something good to drink.  And, he’d been watching us and learned how to clean up a spill.  Now, obviously, it wasn’t a perfect process - but it was a process nonetheless:  a process of taking responsibility for something he wanted, and also for the problems he ran into along the way.
As we move along through our lives we have many opportunities to watch and learn from others - intentional moments of teaching and the experience of just learning through seeing others at work.  Both of these things can help prepare us for those times when our initiative is needed to move forward and get things done.
Today is the last Sunday of Easter, next week we celebrate the Day of Pentecost - an important day in the life of the church.  But between last Sunday and this Sunday, the church celebrated another important event: this being the ascension of Jesus.  The Ascension of Jesus is the point at which the Resurrected Jesus concluded forty days of teaching and left the disciples with the promise of the power of the Holy Spirit soon to come. In this event the disciples - and we - are comforted in the promise that we are not left alone, that the ministry continues.  The event is also important  because of what happens next. The awe of the disciples as they watch Jesus leave them, which Luke records for us in Chapter 1,  is balanced by their actions in the verses we just read.
At first glance these few verses in Acts are curious because they seem to create one of those passages in Scripture that doesn’t offer a lot in the way of inspiration.  I mean, it doesn’t seem very remarkable and basically just gives some mundane details about the activity which carries us from one big event to the next: from the Ascension to Pentecost. In the context of those details the process of replacing Judas is described and we learn that Matthias is chosen.  But, his role in the emerging church isn’t recorded beyond this point. So, beyond reiterating what we already know - what have we gained in the reading?
Well, what strikes me as I was looking more closely this week is that there is much more than meets the eye at first glance.  When we consider the disciples, their experience with Jesus, and their work together,  what happens in this passage is actually quite remarkable - and Peter’s role in this process of replacing Judas is quite intriguing.
Consider with me, briefly - where the disciples have been:
*12 men chosen by name at Jesus’ calling -
None of them with any particular gifts or ministry skills at that point; 

*They worked closely with Jesus and each other;

*They developed the close relationships that discipleship requires;
And yet - even as these relationships deepened and Jesus talked to them about the future - they were still shocked and bereft as the crucifixion unfolded.
Briefly - they were without hope.
And then the resurrection - their hopes raised & their joy increased.
Jesus used the time to teach,  and prepared them again, for his departure.
It is at that point that we find them, after the Ascension – the future before them.
But it’s different this time; the ascension is no crucifixion and things have changed for the disciples.  Somewhere between the Resurrection and the Ascension, what they’d heard and been taught by Jesus; what they’d observed and watched took on new and deep meaning.  And Peter is at the head of the class.  Peter, who denied Jesus at the first opportunity; Peter who seemed often to have more enthusiasm than grounding; Peter, about whom Jesus declared: upon this rock I will build my church. Peter was ready to move forward and pull everyone together.
He took the initiative, calling on those gathered to focus their attention on the future by considering where they’d been.
Peter lifted up the Scriptures and the experience of their ministry together to provide a foundation for them to move forward.
The actions and death of Judas left the disciples number at just eleven; Jesus called twelve to His side and Peter held this up for those gathered that day, as a model for the team of leaders that would continue the ministry of Jesus.
The disciples followed - they too were ready to move on. Peter’s words are compelling and his process affirms what they’ve been taught and who they have been as disciples.  They’d all watched and learned.
Two names were put forward - two people who had been closely connected to the ministry and had experienced key pieces of Jesus’ life from baptism to resurrection.  To make their choice, those gathered use the familiar method of casting lots.  When lots are cast the names of the people involved are written on rocks, which are placed in a container.  The container is shaken until one falls out - that first stone indicates the person who gets the position.  In this case - Matthias was selected as the person to replace Judas.
The response of the disciples to Jesus’ ascension is indeed remarkable.  Twice they had been left by the one who brought them together in the first place.  But this time they were able to take the initiative to move forward in the ministry they have been part of.  In the process of replacing Judas, the disciples recognized that this ministry was theirs to live out and that they would be sustained in it through the Holy Spirit.   
One of the important - vital - steps we take in ministry as the Church is to claim that ministry - whatever it may be: pastor, elder or deacon, choir director, disciple teacher, Faith Village planning team member, administrative committee member - as our ministry which is sustained through God’s presence in the Holy Spirit.  Taking initiative, looking at what can be and not at what isn’t, drawing on the strengths that are already there in the experience of the people involved, and relying on the continuing presence of God - this is what the disciples are able to do in the event of replacing Judas.  But it is also what we are each called to in our continuing ministry as the church.  Peter wasn’t perfect - and neither were the rest of the disciples; none of us are perfect or will be in the future - but we all have a part to play in the present and future of the church.  And, God continues to provide us with the love and grace we need to do and be what we have been prepared for.  
As graduates leave and move forward in their lives, as confirmands make their own profession of faith, as a new class of elders and deacons completes training, as committees reorganize for a new year of service  - let all consider what it is that God is asking and calling us to be and let us step up with faithful initiative to the tasks and ministries at hand.  Amen.
