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University Lutheran Church of Hope: 26 Sunday after Pentecost

Luke 21: 5 – 19

Time to Testify
This has been a very hard week. The minute I say that, I also know it hasn’t been a hard
week for everyone. For some people this has been a week of celebration, of finally being heard,
of taking back this country. For others this has been a week of disbelief and despair, of losing
hope -- a very scary time.
Just when we’re longing for words of comfort we hear a very scary text from the gospel
of Luke. Jesus tells his followers there will be wars and insurrections, earthquakes and famines
and plagues, arrests and persecutions. Then he says, “Do not be terrified.” Really? Who could
believe those words then? Who can believe them now when terrorism is in the news every day?
So is this the end of the world? Christians have asked that question since Jesus stood in the
temple: “When will all this take place? What are the signs?” Jesus warned them not to worry
about time tables: “Many will come in my name and say, ‘I am he’ and ‘The time is near!’ Don’t
go after them.” Jesus’ main focus here is not predicting the future, but testifying in the
present.
But what will we testify? Jesus didn’t tell them -- or us -- what to say: “Don’t prepare in
advance,” he said. “I will give you words and wisdom that none can refute.” People in Luke’s
community must have argued, “But Jesus isn’t with us now and we don’t know what to say.”
Even the word “testify” can be pretty scary for Lutherans! Should I talk about my faith in public?
Say grace out loud in a restaurant? Tell others that Jesus is my personal Lord and Savior?
Where do we begin?
What did Jesus testify? We can start there and acknowledge that Jesus didn’t start
from scratch! He was shaped by Torah and the prophets. For those of us who claim the name
“Christian,” our testimony is also shaped by Torah and the prophets -- and by the life, death and
resurrection of Jesus. We don’t have to start from scratch any more than Jesus did. This year
we’ve been reading through the gospel of Luke – only one Sunday left before we move to
Matthew. If we want to know what to testify, there are plenty of clues in Luke’s gospel.
Testifying began even before Jesus was born. When his mother Mary was pregnant she
sang about a world turned upside down: the lowly lifted up and the powerful thrown down; the
hungry filled with good things and the rich sent away empty – not because God hated rich
people but because they had enough already. Jesus picked up his mother’s song when he
picked up the scroll of Isaiah for his first sermon. “The Spirit has anointed me to bring good
news to the poor, to proclaim release to the captives and recovery of sight to the blind, to let the
oppressed go free and proclaim the year of God’s jubilee.” (Luke 4: 18-19) That was Jesus’
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inaugural address at the beginning of his ministry. Those words shaped Jesus’ ministry. Those
words can shape our testimony. We can tell the parables Jesus told: God is a shepherd seeking
for one lost sheep. God is a woman searching high and low for one lost coin. God is searching
for each one of us no matter how unworthy we feel, no matter how unworthy others tell us we
are. We can share Jesus’ vision of the banquet with a surprising guest list -- the poor, the
crippled, the blind and the lame. Jesus doesn’t say they’ll be cured. He says, “Invite them as
they are!” Well, we can’t go through the whole gospel of Luke this morning, but this is a start.
These are the stories evangelical Christians are called to tell! That’s part of our name, you know
– we’re evangelical Christians – but we don’t get counted in most polls! (But polls have been
known to miss people.)
Now is the time to testify. Jesus didn’t give us words to say because he knew we’d
face different questions and problems in our time of history. In this present time, what are we
called to testify?
Testify the radical acceptance of difference, God’s good gift of diversity. Did you
see the story this week about students at Maple Grove High School? Someone scrawled racist
graffiti on the bathroom wall. In response, the students posted homemade signs urging love not
hate. The next morning they formed a corridor inside the front doors of the school. Whenever
anyone entered they applauded – Black, white, Latino, athletic, clumsy -- they welcomed each
one with applause. How can we provide corridors of safety for people who are most threatened?
Last Sunday at Grace a Muslim woman shared a story of being in line at a local store when a
large white man butted in front of her. She told him there was a line and he screamed at her,
“You don’t belong here! Go back where you came from!” Well, she didn’t have to go far! She
grew up in Plymouth, Minnesota and still lives there. “I wish somebody would have come to
stand beside me,” she said, “but nobody did.” If we see someone treated like that, we don’t
need to know what to say, we can just stand in silence – or say, “She’s my neighbor.” (no matter
where she lives).
Testify hope. That’s your name, after all – University Lutheran Church of HOPE. When I
was teaching, I often told my preaching students: “You need to make hope as tangible as
despair.” How can do that? Despair is easy to picture, but we need tangible signs of hope to
keep going. I’m not a regular on Facebook, but this week I needed words to assure me I was
not alone. I felt a bit like early believers must have felt waiting for letters from St. Paul! One of
these Facebook epistles came from Brad Froslee, pastor of Calvary Lutheran on 39th and
Chicago. He started his post with a verse from John, “The light shines in the darkness, and the
darkness does not overcome it” and words from Maya Angelou: “And still I rise.” Brad said he
needed those two mantras to get out of bed so he could take his son to kindergarten. He went
on with these words:
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Then I walked Torin into school and nearly cried as he greeted his friends -- children of
Somali and East African immigrants, Native American, Biracial, Latina backgrounds. The
children and the world they are creating will make America great...today.
I was filled with gratitude for this tangible picture of hope. Gratitude is a word you’ve
heard often lately at Hope – gratitude and generosity. I’ve talked to your pastor so I know that
you have been testifying, telling stories about gratitude and generosity in your own lives,
including a very powerful story last Sunday. We need these testimonies to keep going when
we’re ready to give up. We need to testify because people’s lives depend on it.
Thanks be to God for this congregation, for your witness on this corner and beyond, for
your strong commitment to racial justice and your courage to testify – even if that word is scary.
It is no small thing to keep a congregation going, no small thing to speak and live HOPE in the
midst of despair. We cannot do this without gratitude for all we have received and a huge
measure of generosity. So I bless you with words of the poet Jan Richardson:
Blessed are you
who bear the light
in unbearable times,
who testify
to its endurance
amid the unendurable,
who bear witness
to its persistence
when everything seems
in shadow
and grief.
Blessed are you
in whom
the light lives,
in whom
the brightness blazes—
Blessed are you
who bear the light.
So let us testify – and let our light shine! [“This Little Light of Mine”]
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