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Psalm 68:1-10                “Witnesses to God’s Reality”                    R.P.C. 
Acts 1:6-14                                                                                       June 1, 2014 
                                          Daniel D. Robinson, Pastor 
 
    “You will receive power when the Holy Spirit has come upon you; and YOU will 
be my witnesses in Jerusalem, in all Judea and Samaria, and to the ends of the 
earth” (Acts 1:8)…. 
 
    “I don’t consider myself religious, but I am very spiritual,” the speaker 
proclaimed. When asked to say more as to what she means by “spiritual,” she 
said, “Well, I’m talking about God, of course - or whatever you consider that 
higher power to be.” “Religious institutions and rituals are not all that important 
to me,” she continued. “I think the important thing is to be in tune with 
whomever or whatever you conceive God to be.” “Spirituality is whatever works 
for you.” 
    Unfortunately, this woman’s statement and explanation is the modern 
conception of religion for far too many folks. It is apparently a vague but deep 
feeling that arises in us that is sometimes helpful in finding our way. In other 
words, religion and religious faith is highly individualized as something that 
“comes out of you; something you create for yourself.” After all, its ... “whatever 
works for you.” 
    Why are there different religions? Well, different individuals or groups of 
individuals consider God in varying ways. You probably remember that that old 
image: the different faiths are like a group of blind men trying to define and 
describe an elephant: The bind man holding the tail says, “An elephant is long and 
narrow and can sway or wiggle like a snake. Another touching a leg of the 
elephant says, “No, and elephant is like a tree in the forest – round and rough, 
solid and not easily moved.” “Oh no,” says one grasping the trunk, “it’s like a fire 
hose.” “No,” said the one grabbing an ear, “it is like a large leaf.” And so it is that 
each blind man has his own experience and interpretation as to what makes an 
elephant. 
    Some would say therefore, that when we are talking about God, we are all 
talking about the same thing … well, sort of…. We are just talking about God in 
different ways that each of us find helpful. Of course, this also means that all of us 
are NOT talking about anything other than our own impressions and our own 
experience. So that means there is nothing “out there”; it’s all “in here.” Religion 
is not a factual description of something out there - namely God - but is mostly a 
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description of a feeling, an attitude “in here.” So, as theologian Karl Barth aptly 
put it, when modern people say “God,” it’s mostly “humanity in a loud voice.” 
    “Do you attend church?” we might ask someone. So often we get the answer, 
“No, I just never FEEL the need for that sort of thing.” “I get my religion at the 
beach or on the golf course, or during those rare moments when I pause in the 
middle of all the chaos of my life and take in a pretty sunrise, sunset or a starry 
night.” 
    So some folks apparently believe that religion has become like a crutch – 
something that only weaker, needier people have to lean on – something that is 
helpful to them  - you know… “whatever works for them.” But religious faith is not 
a factual description of anything in particular….. 
    Today’s scripture on this seventh day of Eastertide, is from the Acts of Apostles. 
The setting is that Easter continues…. Jesus is preparing to ascend, returning to 
the realm from which he was sent. The disciples have returned to Jerusalem from 
the Mt. Olivet. After the shock and horror of the crucifixion, they begin to be 
reconvened as a messianic community, having now seen the risen Christ. Here in 
Jerusalem is where this new community is to be formed – but they are not to stay 
there forever. 
    As we heard last week in the Gospel of John, Jesus had earlier commanded his 
disciples to “love one another.” He had also commissioned them to “Go! Make 
disciples!” So now, in this book of Acts, as a kind of introduction and setting for 
the entire rest of the book, the writer – more than likely Luke - says that Jesus 
tells his disciples, “You will be my witnesses, in Jerusalem (that is, close to home), 
Judea (that is the whole countryside), and Samaria (that is, out in the hinterland 
beyond Judea,) to the very ends of the earth.” 
    From Jerusalem, through the power of the spirit, the kingdom of God will 
spread like wildfire all over the earth.  A group is being formed here, but not for 
its own sake. This group is designed to be contagious; they are to be the agents of 
a new kingdom. We cannot help but notice this is quite an innovative group – for 
from the very first, women are included. Thus the stage is being set for a glorious 
outpouring of the Holy Spirit that shall propel the followers of Jesus into the 
whole world. So it is that Jesus tells all his followers – including people like us, 
“You, believers will be my witnesses… 
    But who is a witness?  What does a witness do? … 
    I, as a witness, observe an event – let’s say, an accident. Thus, I am called to go 
to court. In court I testify as to what I saw and that makes me a witness: “Would 
you tell the court what you saw at 10:00 AM on the morning of May 15th?” 
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     “Well, I got up at 6:00 AM, having not slept well at all, starting the day out with 
a bit of a headache.  I was feeling a bit…” “Let’s just stick to the event itself,” says 
the attorney. “Would you tell the court what you saw at 10:00AM on May 15th?” 
“I’m getting to that…. I got in my car and drove on 520 toward Merritt Island Mall, 
when I noticed … I needed gas, so….” “Please, just tell the court what you saw at 
10:00 AM on May 15th!”  “Like I was saying, I stopped at the Sonoco station, and I 
couldn’t believe that the gas was up to $3.65 a gallon; it took $60 to fill the tank.  
Why, I can still remember when there were ‘gas wars’ back in the early 60’s and 
you could get gas for 19 cents a gallon!” 
     The judge now intervenes and says, “We don’t care about how much the gas 
was 50 years ago, and we don’t care about how you felt on the morning in 
question!” “All this court cares about is your description of what you saw and 
heard at 10:00 AM on May 15th. Period!” “You are here as a witness; so tell us 
what you saw!” 
    Some of you look as old as me, so are old enough to remember the old TV show 
“Dragnet” and how Officer Joe Friday would say to some chatty witness, “Just the 
facts, Ma’am.” A witness tells the facts of what has been seen and heard.  
Likewise the risen Christ, after Easter, calls us all to be witnesses…. 
    Early Christian writers and evangelists never said, “I have a strange FEELING 
arising in me about Jesus.” Rather they said, “I am convinced that…” or “I believe 
that…”  The use of that little word “that” speaks of an event; it tells of an actual  
fact that has encountered the believer. We may certainly disagree about the 
details of Jesus’ teaching, or our interpretation of one of his parables. We may 
have varying opinions concerning his miracles, or the conditions and events 
surrounding his death and resurrection. But there really can be no intelligent 
denial that something has happened IN and THROUGH Christ – some event has 
occurred – something new has been added to our world – some new datum has 
been added to our reality. So it is, we Christians have been called upon to testify 
to that fact - “that” something has happened – that we are witnesses to God’s 
reality. 
    Late in her life, the great Catholic social worker Dorothy Day said, “If I have 
achieved anything in my life, it is because I have not been embarrassed to talk 
about God.”  Talking boldly about God is certainly giving witness. Yet witnessing 
of the type to which Jesus calls us, is more than simply relating the facts. 
Witnessing the Christian faith also entails acting and doing in response to what we 
have seen and what we know to be true. Dorothy Day was certainly not 
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embarrassed to talk about God, but neither was she embarrassed to act upon 
what she said by giving a life of service to the needs of others. 
    The great Russian novelist Leo Tolstoy openly criticized people who spoke 
about faith but failed to enact their faith. Tolstoy even wrote a sharp critique of 
the institutional church, calling it not just superficial, but sometimes a 
“fraudulent” religion. For Tolstoy no religion is valid that in includes “those that 
make a verbal expression of religion instead of its expression in the whole of life – 
for religion cannot be expressed (simply) in words.” 
    There was an East Indian Jesuit priest named Tony de Mello who used to tell 
the story about disciples gathered around their master, asking him endless 
questions about God. The master would always remind them that anything we 
say about God is just words, because God is mysterious and therefore 
unknowable. One disciple finally asked, “Then why do you speak of God at all? 
The Master replied, “Why does the bird sing? She sings not because she has a 
statement, but because she has a song.” 
    Barbara Brown Taylor says that we really don’t need much to be equipped to 
fulfill Christ’s call to witness to our faith. She writes, “Vocation (that is to witness 
one’s faith) is simply what you do, when you know who you are and who you are 
working for – when you are sent out to proclaim the kingdom and to act it out 
with no money, no shoes, not even a walking stick.  Because when it comes to 
being a provider of God’s love, there is really only one provider, who sends us out 
with nothing at all and with everything we need: healing, forgiveness, restoration, 
resurrection. Those are the only things we really have to share with the world, 
which is just as well, since … they are the only things the world really needs.” 
    Jesus Christ is not a figment of our imagination. He is not just “a feeling.”  He is 
a distinct personality who makes some distinctive, irreducible claims, who makes 
specific promises, like the very specific evangelistic/geographical promises he 
makes again for us from this book of Acts. 
    “What are you looking for in a church,” someone asks a visitor. “I’m just trying 
to find a faith that works for me,” might be the reply. But better to say, “I’m 
looking for a church that loves me enough to stand against me – a church that is 
more than simply the expression of all my preconceptions and prejudices.” 
    When we gather for worship, and I stand up here to preach, the question is not, 
“Preacher, how are you feeling these days? Or, what’s on your mind today? No! 
We open up an ancient book. You say to me in effect, “Here! Read this! Let’s work 
on this passage!” ”We want you to share something more significant than your 
personal feelings.”  “We want you to share a gospel that is bigger and better than 
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that which is merely inside of us.” For we need to get this straight right up front:  
the Christian faith is not something we came up with and invented as a crutch to 
meet our needs. The Gospel is something that came to us; it happened to us. And 
of THAT we are all witnesses.  
    Today’s scripture from the book of Acts of the Apostles is intended to capture 
and hold us.  Jesus Christ is not the sum total of our cherished fantasies about our 
notions of the divine. Jesus Christ is God who came to us.  He is God who is so 
different from our ideas that we could have not thought him up all for ourselves. 
Our faith rests on a fact that is more factual than any feelings about that fact. 
    Also, we don’t have to be a perfect speaker. We are simply called upon to 
testify to what we have seen and heard. This is how Christians are made – one 
ordinary person telling another person what’s happened. Christ calls us to 
witness, and our testimonial - no matter how eloquently told or not - is powerful, 
because it is being transmitted by the power of the Holy Spirit. 
    By the way, when Jesus promised, “You shall be my witnesses to Jerusalem, 
Judea, Samaria, and to the ends of the earth,” he never made a statement more 
true. The very fact that we are here this day in this place is visible proof of the 
fulfillment of his promise. Here we are to experience the reality of God; and then 
we are to tell and act upon that good news to the ends of the earth. 
                                                                                                                      Amen. 
 
 
 


