But as personal power grows, there is an adverse spiritual transformation that can ambush us if we are not careful. The Jewish theologian Martin Buber observes that power can be handled safely only so long as it remains “bound to the goal, to the work, to the calling.” When powerful people lose track of that essential connection, when they begin to think of power as their personal privilege or possession, then says Buber, such power “is evil; it is power withdrawn from responsibility, power which betrays the spirit, power in itself.”

This sounds a lot like the famous line by the British aristocrat Lord Acton: “Power tends to corrupt and absolute power corrupts absolutely.” Former U.S. President James Madison noted this same truth when he said: “Power, lodged as it must be in human hands, will ever be liable to abuse.” Years earlier, as he wrote the U.S. Constitution, that insight inspired Madison to set up a system of checks and balances, making it difficult for government officials to abuse power.

This is not the sort of power Jesus is promising his disciples in his last words. Jesus promises them “power from on high.” Here Jesus uses the customary Greek word for “power,” dunamis. This is the same root word from which we derive the English word “dynamo,” and the word used by Norwegian inventor Alfred Nobel when he named his explosive creation, dynamite. But Jesus qualifies the word dunamis; modifying it with the words, “from on high.” If this power originates on high, that is with God, and if it comes to us as a divine gift, then it is impossible to misdirect this power towards selfish ends. Nobel’s dynamite may be used for peaceful purposes, like blasting through bedrock to tunnel under a mountain, but it may also be used to destroy and to kill. Not so with power from on high. Godly power, if it truly is godly, is capable only of being used for good, to upbuild, to transform, to heal, to grant life.

There are two kinds of power in this world: destructive human power and creative divine power. Destructive power is a stick of dynamite blasting a tree stump to smithereens. Creative power is a growing tree root presses up against a slab of concrete sidewalk, slowly and methodically heaving it up as though it were a piece of Styrofoam. Destructive power is short, intense, and loud. Creative power is slow, persistent, and silent. Of the two, creative power is the strongest by far, and the promise of our faith is that this power wins out in the end. But let’s be honest: destructive power too often reigns supreme in this present age; and in the wrong hands, it threatens to demolish all that is good and kind and lovely. Destructive power and creative power are constantly in conflict.

There is a scene in Steven Spielberg’s movie, “Schindler’s List,” when Oskar Schindler, the factory owner who hoodwinked the Nazis by saving his Jewish workers from concentration camps, is arguing with the brutish Nazi commandant, Amon Göth. Schindler wants Göth to release a group of prisoners to work in Schindler’s factory. The commandant is a monster of a man who amuses himself by sitting at the window of his villa randomly shooting Jewish prisoners with a high-powered rifle. Schindler reasons with Göth, pointing out that the commandant’s life-and-death authority is not real power. Real power, Schindler argues, is the power not to deal out death indiscriminately, but to hold back, to restrain oneself. Real power is the power to forgive.

Schindler wins the argument, gets his laborers, and for a few days the commandant cleans up his act. He gets a sort of perverse satisfaction out of pardoning prisoners. But before long, brutality triumphs over reason, and he is back to his murderous tricks. The commandant fails at forgiveness because to truly forgive others you must feel something for them: sympathy, compassion, love. The Nazi officer doesn’t feel a thing for the Jewish prisoners, or perhaps anyone, maybe not even himself. “Like a roaring lion,” says 1 Peter, “your adversary the devil prowls around, looking for someone to devour.” There are too many in this world who build their lives around grabbing as much of this sort of power as they can. “Do unto others before they do unto you” is their motto.

Convicted Watergate conspirator G. Gordon Liddy once gave a lecture on a college campus in Missouri. Throughout the evening, Liddy, recently released from prison, harangued his audience with the idea that only force, brute strength, and iron will could earn the respect of friends and foes in this “real world which is, in fact, a very tough neighborhood.”

During the Q&A time, one college professor objected to what Liddy said. “In our country, most people… base their ethics on…the teachings of Jesus…and this doesn’t sound much like the teachings of Jesus.” Liddy is said to have glared for a moment before taking in a deep breath and bellowing, “Yeah — and look what happened to Jesus. They crucified him!” For Liddy, destructive power, of the might-makes-right variety, is all that mattered. 

We know that Jesus stood before the terrible power of Rome in courageous, virtuous silence; and that power crushed him. To the likes of Liddy, Pontius Pilate, Caiaphas, Herod, and the emperor in far-off Rome that should have been the end of the story. But it was not the end, because there was another power at work in the life and in the death of Jesus. A power from on high. A creative, life-giving power that began its work in the cool silence of a tomb. Three days later, life coursed through Jesus’ veins again; he rose up and walked. Since that day, the power of life so powerfully active in Jesus continues to grapple with the power of death. It is a long, slow struggle, but the witness of our faith is that life is winning and will one day triumph.

Luke opens the Book of Acts with the story of Pentecost and the Holy Spirit descending on the little band of disciples and transforming their spiritual lives so that they went out and changed the world. Jesus’ promise of power from on high was not, in fact, his last word. Jesus continues to speak. On the day of Pentecost, we hear him speaking through the apostles in all the languages of the world. Recalls one eyewitness: “And how is it that we hear, each of us, in our own native language…in our own languages we hear them speaking about God’s deeds of power” (Acts 2:8-11).

The word “power,” here, is not dunamis, but another Greek word, megaleios, which means something like the mighty or marvelous deeds of God. The Pentecost miracle that fulfills Christ’s promise of “power from on high” is very much an embodiment of that divine power. Promise made, promise fulfilled. We witness the continued fulfillment of that promise today in those inspired moments when Christ’s church reaches beyond its human nature to reflect something of the Divine.

One final thought: Rabbi Jonathan Sacks sums the difference between power and influence. “Power works by division, influence by multiplication. Power, in other words, is a zero-sum game: the more you share, the less you have. Influence is a non-zero-sum game: the more you share, the more you have…The most important forms of leadership come not with position, title, or robes of office, not with prestige and power, but with the willingness to work with others to achieve what we cannot do alone; to speak, to listen, to teach, to learn, to treat other people’s views with respect even if they disagree with us; to explain patiently and cogently why we believe what we believe and do what we do; to encourage others, praise their best endeavours, and challenge them to do better still. Always choose influence rather than power. It helps change people into people who can change the world.” May we be influencers who challenge one another to transform the world with Jesus’ promised “power from on high.”

Prayer: Empowering God, Kindle anew the desire to proclaim your Word. May it illumine us and may our hearts burn to bear witness to it. May your Holy Spirit teach us the art of explaining scripture and open our eyes to recognize you. Grant us the courage to become vulnerable so that our sisters and brothers may know you through us and that we may know you through them. In Jesus’ name. Amen.
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Most people regard a person’s last words as significant. Somehow, our last words are supposed to encapsulate our whole life, what we stood for, who we loved. Here are some famous last words:

· Statesman Winston Churchill groused: “I’m bored with it all.”
· Playwright Oscar Wilde declared: “My wallpaper and I are fighting a duel to the death. One or the other of us has to go!”
· Actor Humphrey Bogart lamented: “I should never have switched from Scotch to martinis.”
· Queen Elizabeth I desired: “All my possessions for a moment of time.”
· Poet Emily Dickinson reflected: “I must go, for the fog is rising.”
· Surgeon Joseph Henry Green (checking his own pulse) observed: “Stopped.”

Jesus’ last words from the cross are well-known. According to John, Jesus said, “It is finished” (John 19:30). According to Luke, Jesus said, “Father into your hands I commit my spirit” (Luke 23:46). But have you ever wondered about Jesus’ other last words; the final thing the risen Christ said before he ascended into heaven? Wonder no more! Luke tells us that just before he left them, Jesus promised his disciples, “I am sending upon you what my Father promised, so stay here in the city until you have been clothed with power from on high” (Luke 24:49, italics added). Then, Jesus lifted his hands and blessed the disciples, but those words of final blessing are a mystery. So, Jesus’ last-known words (according to Luke) are a promise of “power from on high.”

Childhood brings fantasies of power made us think we could be bigger and stronger than we really are. Do you remember the He-Man cartoons: the cheesy, Saturday morning cartoon featuring a bare-chested superhero who carried a big sword on his back? When He-Man needed to take care of some villain, he would unsling his sword and lift it towards the heavens. As a bolt of lightning struck the tip of He-Man’s sword, he would call out, “I have the power!” Strong stuff indeed for his young fans, who so often felt powerless themselves!

Our years are characterized by a quest for power. First comes power over our own bodies, as we learn to walk and talk. Then, comes power over others, power over our emotions, power over our schedules, power over our health, and power over our future.

