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Late one Friday afternoon long ago, my PhD advisor, Kim, walked into my cubicle.  It was the end of a grueling week. Our team had worked very long hours to pull together a massive grant application that would fund research at institutions across the country.  

Kim strode in with an uncharacteristically broad smile.  “You will be submitting your own grant applications before you know it, and it will be important for you to have the full experience of submitting a grant,” Kim said.  “So…do I have an opportunity for you! I am going to let you paginate the grant.  In fact, given your promise, I insist that you be the student who gets to paginate the grant.”

For those of you who worked frequently with Microsoft Word in the mid 1990’s, you will know that paginating a 400 page document with multiple sections was bascially an invitation to a fiery hell, in which “practice” would do nothing to weaken its flames in future submissions. 

Our Gospel passage for today could definitely strike us as the same kind of over-sold invitation that my advisor offered.  Jesus comes to our cubicle and says that we shouldn’t be afraid when the world begins to crumble around us, because does he have a deal for us!  The end of the world won’t come right away…first, we’ll have an amazing opportunity to be jailed and persecuted.  Not only that, but the jailing and persecution will open up a second amazing opportunity to testify to the Good News, with words provided by Jesus, himself!

Sounds like used-car salesman slick, huh?  Like practice paginating, practice testifying…evangelizing…has somewhat of a fiery hell feel to it for us New England Episcopalians. 

But actually, unlike Kim, Jesus is not manipulating his followers here.  Throughout the Gospels, he tells it like it is…He doesn’t sugar-coat the hard work that being a disciple requires.  So, here, when he calls testifying in the midst of darkness an opportunity…it is.  

In the midst of wars, and nations rising and falling, and earthquakes and hunger and illness; in the midst of painful fractures in our relationships with parents or siblings or friends, in the midst of our own deaths or those with whom we journey, we, ourselves, or those followers around us, will be given the words, by Jesus, himself, to proclaim the love, hope, and freedom of God…In the midst of fear and loss and anxiety-provoking change, we will be given the opportunity to heal, reconcile, and liberate. Wow.  Jesus does have a deal for us!   
Testifying—evangelizing-- need not mean proclaiming Jesus Christ as saviour and inviting everyone to church.  To testify is to approach a situation from the love of Christ, and see it as an opportunity to embody that love, in whatever form it takes.

Don’t get me wrong, that may (and I hope it does!) sometimes mean inviting folks to church!  We are to be on the lookout for those who are struggling or questioning or yearning for community, and letting them know that this community may be a place they can find a home for their struggle or their questioning, a place to find connection and belonging.  As Jesus says, don’t worry—he will give us the words. 

This past Monday, many of us here experienced just what a divine opportunity testifying in the midst of loss is.  In the grief of Cecelia Park’s death, this community made a powerful testimony to the love of God in a magnificent funeral service and reception.  
We proclaimed comfort, love, joy, and hope with such gentle confidence, not only in words spoken from the lectern, and hymns sung boldly, and prayers offered together, but also in the warmth of one-on-one conversations, in the careful attentiveness to food and drink, and in the re-membering of Cecelia that we all did with her family and with one another.  

When Jesus says testifying is an opportunity, it is.  The healing and transformation that our testimony on Monday initiated are real.  I walked around that reception and heard from person after person about the darkness in their own lives they felt empowered to face after being absorbed into the loving testimony of this community—relationships with children that they felt empowered to rekindle, the planning of their own deaths that they felt they could somehow now face, the longing for faith community that they would finally act upon.  And I spoke to so many of you who, in testifying, had recovered a hope and quiet joy that our world had trodden upon in these last months.  

That’s the thing about testifying.  It’s not just life-giving to those who hear the liberating love of God, it’s life-giving to those of us who get to testify to it.

The opportunity to testify to the Good News is not just afforded us in these walls, either….It meets us wherever darkness exists.  In her sermon for our healing Eucharist last week, we heard so poignantly from Karen Monroe, a child psychologist at McLean, what purpose and growth and deepening relationship with God we are invited into when we are given the opportunity to participate in the healing, reconciliation, and liberation of others.

And the opportunity to testify comes not only in the context of one-on-one relationships.   Those of you who march and write letters and speak on behalf of our earth, of the rights of women and immigrants and people of color, you have claimed the same opportunity to testify to the liberating and empowering love of God, and you, too, have reported of the freedom and hope you have experienced as a result.

Evangelism has gotten a bad name in recent decades—it has become associated with fear—either with an over-powering claim of absolute rightness or with an anxious desire to fill our pews.

The opportunities to testify authentically offered by Jesus, though, where we open ourselves to speak his own words and become his own arms, are not about fear or manipulation.  They are grounded in the divine truth that experiencing god’s love and eternal hope proclaimed in the midst of darkness can move us and those among whom we testify into transformative places…places where both of us can really hear, perhaps for the first time, that we are beloved by God… places where, with the rubble of life laying flat around us, we can both now see with clarity to what new thing God has been and is calling us.  

So, dear fellow New England Episcopalians…let us Evangelize.  AMEN.
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