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WITNESS IN THE STREETS Matthew 21:1-11 - a sermon by Mel Williams - Watts Street Baptist Church - 20 March 2005 (Palm/Passion Sunday) 

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.” 

Palm Sunday is a day to bear witness. To bear witness is to speak of what we know, what we have experienced. The first followers of Jesus had heard him teach; they saw him heal people. They felt the power of God’s forgiveness reaching out through him. Despite hardship and opposition from public officials, they went around 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. So, on the day Jesus rode into Jerusalem, the people brought their joy and took to the streets. They waved their palm branches—bearing witness. 

When goodness happens in our lives, we can’t help but tell somebody—write it, sing it, speak it—even in the streets, as Jesus and his followers did. Jesus had good news to tell; he was bearing witness! That first Palm Sunday was like a peace demonstration and a homecoming parade wrapped into one. The people are clustering around this man who represents great hope for their lives. They all take to the streets, waving palm branches and taking their stand for Jesus--for his values: non-violence, mercy, inclusiveness. This event looked a lot like a political demonstration, like those we’ve seen in the 1960’s during the Vietnam War and now the March 19 peace rallies throughout the country on the second anniversary of the invasion of Iraq. 

The first Palm Sunday was a street demonstration, dramatizing what God was doing in people’s lives. They were in the streets, standing up for the politics of Jesus-- the new order he has brought, the Kingdom of God, which was different from the values of the government. 

The authorities were threatened. While the people were bearing witness, we also know that they are 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. 

Why do we always seem to have trouble with reformers like Jesus? Think about American leaders: 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? 

The Roman authorities kept trying to stamp out Jesus’ movement. They wanted to stop it from spreading. But these first followers of Jesus were feisty; they wouldn’t stop. The God Movement had gotten into their hearts and feet. So they took to the streets to bear witness to the new life they had found. In Jessamyn West’s words, “They bore witness. God, how they bore witness!” 

We also bear witness to Jesus Sometimes we may be reluctant to speak openly about our experience with God. But we too bear witness, either to the desperation or to the Joy. We bear witness by the actions we take. We bear witness when we go help with the building of a Habitat house. We bear witness when we stand for peace in the midst of a warring empire mentality. We bear witness when we cross barriers of race and class and religion. 

When I was growing up in a traditional Baptist church, there was a lot of talk about witnessing. That usually meant going out to tell your neighbors and friends about Jesus. But many of us felt awkward and uncomfortable with that kind of witness. In the 1960’s the race issue became the litmus test of faith---whether we would stand on the side of an open, inclusive church, or a church that welcomed only “our kind of people.” 

Recently I have been reading Tim Tyson’s book, Blood Done Sign My Name. It has now been selected as the required summer reading for all incoming freshmen in the UNC system. In that book Tim Tyson tells the story of his life, growing up as a minister’s son, in the throes of the civil rights revolution here in NC. He focuses especially on the racial strife that took place in the town of Oxford, about 25 miles from Durham. 

In the book the author tells the story of his father in 1962. In that year of racial tension, Rev. Vern Tyson decided to take a risk. He invited Dr. Sam Proctor, a distinguished African American educator, to preach in his church in Sanford. 

Controversy erupted in the church and the town. People were divided over whether they would support the pastor inviting an African American to preach. It would be a first. In the midst of the unrest, one of the leaders in the church came to see Rev. Tyson, and he was crying. When Rev. Tyson asked him about the tears, he told him the story of going that day to his sales job, to call on one of his merchants to whom he sold wholesale groceries. The store owner said to him, “Carl, you go up there to that church, don’t you?” He said, “Yes, I’m the lay leader.” Then the merchant said, “Are you going to support your preacher inviting that black man to preach?” He said, “Yes, I am going to support him.” At that point the merchant said, “Get out of my store and never set foot in here again.” Carl looked at his pastor and smiled through his tears. “Preacher,” he said, “I’ve heard all my life about witnessing, but until this morning, I didn’t know what it meant.” (paraphrased from p. 81, Blood Done Sign My Name) 

We witness by the stands we take. We witness by welcoming the stranger, reaching across lines of race, class, sexual orientation or any other distinction. We witness by reaching out to the least privileged people in our midst. We witness by following the one who said, “Father, forgive them.” We witness by taking to the streets to stand for Jesus’ values, even when it’s over against the political and religious leaders of the day. 

At the end of the day, the finest compliment any people can pay to this church or any church is to say, “They bore witness. God, how they bore witness!” 

So may it be. Amen. 
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