Called to be Church: A Witnessing Community

Acts 4:1-3, 16-20

Witnessing. That may be a word that pushes our discomfort button.
Maybe it conjures up the image of a street-corner preacher. He stands there on an orange crate. A big, floppy Bible fills his hand, and harsh, threatening words of hellfire and damnation pour out of his mouth.

The word may bring to mind the image of two women knocking at our front door. They offer a set of pamphlets with bold text and illustrations that point to the one sure pathway to heaven. They’d like to come inside and tell us more.

Or perhaps we think of a family member who uses every meal or party as a stage from which to deliver a monologue about his definitive religious experience or her certainty about how God works in the world.

My newest image comes via my friend Diana Butler Bass. Diana travels across the United States, speaking and teaching about religion and spirituality in today’s world. On one of those trips she was in a taxi. When the driver learned he had a progressive Episcopal as a passenger, he set a paper towel on fire to try to convince her that a literal hell exists. When Diana asked him to put out the fire, the taxi driver told her that hellfire is eternal and would never be extinguished.

It left Diana wondering whether it wasn’t time for her to get a new taxi.

Maybe it’s time for us to get a new image or idea when it comes to witnessing.

Witnessing is at the heart of the book of Acts. Sermons and speeches related to the news of the resurrection make up about one-third of the book. And in Acts, God’s spirit comes not so much to comfort the individual believer as to empower and embolden all believers to become witnesses.

The reading we heard today from Acts is part of a larger story. A story that begins as Peter and John, two of Jesus’ first disciples, are on their way to the temple. They notice a group carrying a man who’s never been able to walk. The people place the man at a gate to the temple so he can beg for money.

And that’s exactly what he does when he sees Peter and John. While these disciples don’t have much in the way of money, they have something else to give the man. They offer him the gift of being able to walk.

The man’s newly healed legs allow him to enter the temple with Peter and John. And his deeply grateful heart causes him to praise God.
The whole scene astonishes the large crowd that’s gathered. And that’s Peter’s cue to share with the people about the power of God. A power that made the man’s healing possible. And, more importantly for Peter, a power seen clearly in the resurrection of Jesus. 
It shouldn’t come as a surprise that news of all this activity in the temple would reach the religious authorities. It also shouldn’t be too surprising that those authorities aren’t thrilled to learn that something is threatening to upset the apple cart.
What follows is an attempt to intimidate Peter and John by placing them in a holding cell. But the situation stumps the religious authorities. What can they do—given that the formerly lame man is standing right there and a crowd of people numbering almost five thousand believe what Peter and John have told them?

Damage control seems to be the only option. The authorities summon the two disciples and threaten them never to speak or teach in the name of Jesus again. In fact, they threaten the two a couple of times.

While the authorities may have acted in a predictable way, Peter and John’s response may come as a surprise. In the face of threats and intimidation by those in power, the disciples explain that they can’t keep from witnessing.


That simple declaration—“we cannot keep from speaking about what we have seen and heard”—makes me wonder if there’s something we can learn about witnessing from Peter and John and the other followers in the book of Acts. What is it that makes their witnessing seem so natural and so powerful?

For one thing, they’re clear about what they believe. Now in the book of Acts those beliefs don’t remain static. In fact, part of the story of the early church is the growing and developing nature of faith. New situations and encounters lead the early Christians to examine and expand what they believe. Reflecting on how they perceive God and how God interacts with the world is a lifelong journey for them.

Focusing clearly on what they believe allows these followers to identify how their faith gives meaning to their lives and then to share that with others. They don’t recite a list of doctrine. Rather they tell about the difference their faith makes in their lives. They share the story of their experience as a way of inviting others to find their own meaningful faith experiences.

Their beliefs also shape the way they live—both as individual disciples and as a community of faith. And that way of life becomes another form of witness. An early document reports that Greeks of the day noticed that witness, describing these Christian communities by saying, “See how they love one another.” More than a thousand years later, Francis of Assisi reclaimed that notion of witness when he advised, “Preach the Gospel always, when necessary use words.”

During this year’s Lenten study we looked at what might be considered an unusual witness. It reflects how being clear about what one believes can shape how one lives in the world.

When Penn Jillette—the taller and more talkative member of the illusionist team of  Penn and Teller—was invited to write an essay for the This I Believe radio series, he began: “I believe that there is no God.”

Jillette went on to describe the difference that belief makes in his life—one that he says informs every moment of his life.

He wrote:

Believing there’s no God means I can’t really be forgiven except by kindness and faulty memories. That’s good; it makes me want to be more thoughtful. I have to try to treat people right the first time around.

Believing there’s no God stops me from being solipsistic. I can read ideas from all different people from all different cultures. Without God, we can agree on reality, and I can keep learning where I’m wrong. We can all keep adjusting, so we can really communicate. . . .

Believing there is no God means the suffering I’ve seen in my family, and indeed all the suffering in the world, isn’t caused by an omniscient, omnipresent, omnipotent force that isn’t bothered to help or is just testing us, but rather something we all may be able to help others with in the future. No God means the possibility of less suffering in the future.

Believing there is no God gives me more room for belief in family, people, love, truth, beauty, sex, Jell-O and all the other things I can prove and that make this life the best life I will ever have.

While I don’t share Jillette’s perspective, I do admire how clearly he’s able to share what he believes and how intentionally he tries to allow that belief to shape his actions and attitudes. It’s not just a witness he speaks but one that he lives.

Being clear about what they believe and allowing those beliefs to shape their lives impact the witness of the early Christians whose stories we find in Acts. The desire to reach out to others in a life-giving, life-changing way also motivates these believers to risk their own well-being as they speak and act regardless of the consequences.
 
Almost forty years ago, a group of French physicians became frustrated when the government of Nigeria prevented them from offering medical aid to a group of people. Those people had unsuccessfully attempted to secede from the nation because of economic, cultural, ethnic, and religious tensions between the majority peoples of Nigeria and the minority tribes living in that part of the country.

In protest, the physicians created an organization they called Medicine Without Frontiers. They risked their own well-being because they believed that “all people have the right to medical care regardless of race, religion, creed, or political affiliation and that the needs of these people supersede respect for national borders.”
 The ongoing witness of those French physicians can be seen in what’s now widely known around the world as Doctors Without Borders. That witness also is reflected in the amazing number of other organizations that choose to reach out to people regardless of borders. Google the phrase “without borders,” and you’ll find such groups as Teachers Without Borders, Engineers Without Borders, Reporters Without Borders, MBAs Without Borders, Architects Without Borders, Mothers Without Borders, Librarians Without Borders, and Astronomers Without Borders.


The members of these organizations are willing to speak and act even in the face of oppositions by authorities who try to stop them. They care more about those who lives they attempt to touch and change than their own safety.


Witnessing may still push our discomfort button, but perhaps we can begin to develop new images of and ideas about it. Perhaps we might even take the step of imagining ourselves as witnesses or our congregation as a witnessing community.

Maybe we can imagine ourselves sharing our own stories—stories about faith experiences that give meaning to our lives and that might help others discover their own life-giving stories.

Maybe we can imagine ourselves living in a way that shows others what’s most important to us, in a way that reflects our deepest beliefs.
Maybe we can imagine ourselves caring enough about others that we’re willing to face opposition—even that of our own discomfort—in order to help others live more fully.
Maybe, just maybe, we even can imagine ourselves joining Peter and John in saying, “We can’t keep from speaking about what we’ve seen and heard.” Amen.
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