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Jessamyn West, a Quaker writer, once wrote a book called Hide and Seek. It’s a story of her search for solitude while traveling across the country. She is often thinking of Henry David Thoreau and his experience living alone by Walden Pond. In the book she says that the significance of Thoreau came to her in a sentence: "He bore witness." God, how he bore witness! Thoreau said that "Men live lives of quiet desperation." There was desperation in his own life. But Thoreau witnessed not to the desperation but to the Joy. There are some moments, he said, that he would gladly live again. It is to these moments that he wished to bear witness."

To bear witness is to speak of what we know, what we have experienced. The first Christians had been with Jesus. They heard him teach; they saw him heal people. They felt the power of God’s forgiveness reaching out through him. They knew first-hand his betrayal, his death on a cross and his resurrection. "We are witness to these things," they said (Acts 5:32) and they would not stop telling the story. They bore witness, despite hardship and opposition from public officials. They kept bearing witness "from the overflow," as we say. They could not stop telling the story of Jesus. Why? Because when they had been with Jesus, they found themselves coming to life. They found themselves waking up. Their sense of life heightened. They felt a Joy they had never experienced. In Thoreau’s words, "It is to these moments that they wished to bear witness."

When goodness happens in our lives, we can’t help but tell somebody—write it, sing it, speak it. In my hometown there was a man whose wife had a baby at 4 in the morning. It was too early to telephone people, so the new father got in his car and drove around until he found a light on at the corner service station. He pulled in to the station and found Charles Shields, the owner. He said, Charles, we just had a baby girl. I had to find somebody to tell."

When Jesus rode into Jerusalem with palm branches waving all around him, he had good news to tell. He was bearing witness! The people who were waving palm branches joined him in bearing witness. They were all dramatizing what God was doing in their lives. Jesus has shown them the way of compassion, forgiveness, peace. He had brought in a new order, different from the values of the government. The authorities were threatened. But the people had already seen the healing he had brought about; they had seen and heard how he offered forgiveness and new hope for people. So, the gratitude of the people was stirred. They grabbed palm branches, gladly waving them, and placing them on the road before Jesus. "Hosanna! Blessed is he who comes in the name of the Lord." They were bearing witness to the good news of God’s love they had found in Jesus.

But we also know that they were headed into a trap set by the government and religious leaders. Their Palm Sunday excitement will soon turn to pain and sorrow. We know what’s coming—betrayal by Judas, the mock trial, and then execution. People in power don’t seem to be able to tolerate too much goodness around them. Why do we always seem to have trouble with reformers like Jesus? In the history of our country, think about Abraham Lincoln, John and Robert Kennedy, Martin Luther King, Jr., all killed in the prime of life. Why do we kill the brightest and best?

But even by killing Jesus, his movement couldn’t be killed. Why? God’s Spirit that was present in Jesus now rippled through the disciples. After Jesus’ death and resurrection, the Spirit of God was passed to the early church. It was the same Spirit that was in Jesus. 

The Roman authorities kept trying to stamp out Jesus’ movement. They wanted to stop it from spreading. They put the Christians in prison; they told them to stop teaching and preaching in Jesus’ name. "We give you strict orders not to teach in his name." (Acts 5:28)

But these first Christians were feisty! They were filled with such boldness they couldn’t stop. They prayed to God for courage, to speak the good news with boldness. In Jessamyn West’s words, they bore witness. God, how they bore witness!"

How do we bear witness to Jesus? How do we tell the good news about Jesus? We may be wary of going out to preach on the street corner. We may be reluctant to speak piously about our experience with God. But we too bear witness, either to the desperation or to the Joy. The first Christians had a hard life; they were poor peasants. They lived as an oppressed people. Their country was occupied by the Romans, and they lived under a harsh government. Yet they found the Spirit, a light, a goodness that fired them up. They wanted to pass on the Joy they had found. They wanted to enjoy the goodness of the new life they had found.

Are we like the first Christians? Do we bear witness to the desperation in our life or to the joy in our life?

Last week, in my former church a 17 year old girl died of cancer. Sarah Woolf had been dedicated on the same Sunday that our daughter Jenna was dedicated, when they were a few months old. We have known Sarah Woolf and her family; we visited with her a year ago, after she had been diagnosed with cancer. She was smiling, lively, delightful. She wore a bright colored bandana covering her head, bald from the chemotherapy treatments. She struggled with the ravages of cancer. 

But in all the reports we’ve received, in the midst of her treatments Sarah Woolf seems to have made a decision. It must have come from somewhere deep inside her. She loved life, and she decided to bear witness to the goodness of her life. Through her father’s remarkable e-mail accounts, we learned that Sarah did not lament her plight. She fought to live; she continued to go to her high school where she was a straight A student. She supported her school’s basketball team, inspiring them to go on to play in the state championship. She even painted her bald head with the school colors! She bore witness to the Joy. 

Last Sunday afternoon, at Sarah’s memorial service, 900 people came to grieve and to give thanks for her life and courage. They came to bear witness to the goodness they had found in her life. They came to claim some of her goodness and to join together to continue carrying her spirit, even through tears.

In her brief life, Sarah Woolf bore witness. Some people live lives of quiet desperation, and there was surely desperation in her life. But she wanted to bear witness to the joy she knew. And this she did.

Jesus’ followers would always remember the day he rode into Jerusalem, sitting on a donkey, looking like an odd king. But they also saw in him a man of peace and compassion, a man who stirred in them a Joy that surpassed any desperation they may have felt. 

They saw that he was creating, with their help, a whole new order, as Walter Wink says, "being built within the shell of the old order."

The first Christians caught Jesus’ spirit, and that Spirit wouldn’t let them go. They kept telling the story. When pressure came, when the authorities threatened them, they couldn’t hold back. It was as if they were given an extra portion of the Spirit. And even under pressure, they spoke God’s word with boldness. When the authorities said, "Get rid of them," one wise man named Gamaliel stood up and said to the authorities, "Don’t be so hard on them. If their movement is of human origin, it will fail. If it’s of God, you will not be able to stop them. If you try, you’ll be fighting against God." (Acts 5:38-39)

As the Christians of Watts Street, we have inherited this feisty movement started by the first Christians. Let us pray that we will continue their courage and boldness, and that the Spirit may infuse us so that, by our works of love and mercy, we will keep on bearing witness to the good news that has claimed us. Yes, we all have our times of desperation; but let us pray that we – like Jesus, the first Christians, and Sarah Woolf---may bear witness to the Joy we have known.

Then someday maybe we will hear someone say of our little band of Christians at Watts Street: "They bore witness. God, how they bore witness!"

So may it be. Amen.
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