
 

 

  

Sermon for Sunday, January 19, 2020 

 

Last week we celebrated Baptism of the Lord Sunday—we heard a reading from the gospel of 

Matthew—which records a detailed account of Jesus Baptism. In fact, Matthew, Mark and Luke 

all have stories of Jesus Baptism—but the gospel of John…is a little different. 

 

In today’s story, instead of meeting John the Baptizer, as we do in the other gospels, we meet, as 

professor Karoline Lewis calls him “John the testifier.” 

 

To testify means to be a witness—for someone to tell exactly what they’ve seen—and unlike 

Matthew, Mark and Luke where we get narrative stories—the story in John’s gospel is told 

through John the Testifier’s eyes. The story begins with John and his disciples standing 

together—when Jesus walks toward them John declares: “Here is the Lamb of God who takes 

away the sin of the world!” Then John launches into a full eyewitness account of what happened 

“I saw the Spirit descending from heaven like a dove, and it remained on him. I myself didn’t 

know him but the one who sent me to baptize with water said to me, ‘He on whom you see the 

Spirit descend and remain is the one who baptizes with the Holy Spirit.’ And I myself have seen 

and have testified that this is the Son of God.” 

 

John’s testimony moves from “I myself didn’t know him…” to the bold declaration: “this is the 

Son of God.” 

 

What John saw during Jesus baptism made him recognize that God was up to something new in 

the world—this doesn’t mean that John knew exactly what was going to happen in Jesus 

ministry—in fact, he doesn’t say what Jesus is going to do or even what it all means—but what 

he saw was enough not only to make him believe that God was moving—but to testify in a way 

that directed his disciples to follow and become disciples of Jesus. 

 

Now…it’s one thing to be able to recognize the Son of God when you’re in their physical 

presence…but it’s another when it’s you and me in our day to day, ordinary lives…Because we 

don’t have Jesus walking around healing and teaching…So how and where do we see God at 

work in the world? What’s our testimony? 

 

On April 3, 1963, two organizations, the Alabama Christian Movement for Human Rights and 

the Southern Christian Leadership Conference, started the Birmingham campaign. This 

campaign was focused on bringing an end to segregation and on registering people of color to 

vote. The methods they used were non-violent direct action—sit-ins at libraries and lunch 

counters, kneel-ins at churches, and marches in the streets. 



 

 

 

But a few days into the campaign, a judge granted an injunction barring protests. One of the 

leaders in Birmingham was Martin Luther King Jr. He and the other leaders of the campaign 

decided to ignore the injunction—because according to their interpretation—the injunction was 

denying their constitutional rights of free speech and the right to protest. So, on April 12, King 

and many others, were violently arrested and placed in the Birmingham jail… 

 

While in jail, an ally managed to smuggle a news paper to King and in it, was an open letter 

titled “A Call for Unity” which was written by eight white clergymen. 

 

In it they criticized the movement in Birmingham—questioning the use of non-violent direct 

actions—because the clergy were worried that the movement was pressing too hard and too fast. 

Instead, they wanted to see the local leadership work their case for desegregation through the 

court system—quote: 

“We recognize the natural impatience of people who feel that their hopes are slow in 

being realized. But we are convinced that these demonstrations are unwise and 

untimely... When rights are consistently denied, a cause should be pressed in the courts 

and in negotiations among local leaders, and not in the streets. We appeal to both our 

white and Negro citizenry to observe the principles of law and order and common sense.” 

 

Four days after the open letter appeared in the paper, King responded with his own letter, which 

is now known as the Letter from Birmingham jail. Kings letter is long ranging and addresses the 

concerns outlined in a “A Call for Unity”—Now there’s more in King’s letter than I can read 

here, and I encourage you to read the letter in full when you have time—in fact there are copies 

in the back of the Narthex if you would like to pick one up. Because King provides his own 

testimony to what God is up to through the nonviolent actions in Birmingham. 

 

King wrote this: 

 

“Human progress never rolls in on wheels of inevitability; it comes through the tireless efforts of 

men willing to be co-workers with God, and without this hard work, time itself becomes an ally 

of the forces of social stagnation. We must use time creatively, in the knowledge that the time is 

always ripe to do right. Now is the time to make real the promise of democracy and transform 

our pending national elegy into a creative psalm of brotherhood. Now is the time to lift our 

national policy from the quicksand of racial injustice to the solid rock of human dignity…” King 

brought his letter to a close saying “One day the South will know that when these disinherited 

children of God sat down at lunch counters, they were in reality standing up for what is best in 

the American dream and for the most sacred values in our Judaeo Christian heritage, thereby 

bringing our nation back to those great wells of democracy which were dug deep by the founding 

fathers in their formulation of the Constitution and the Declaration of Independence.” End quote. 



 

 

 

It’s treading on sacred ground to attempt to interpret King’s words—but what I hear him saying, 

is that for King, God’s activity in the world could be seen in the bodies of those who silently sat 

at the lunch counters and road buses through the deep south. God was made visible in the feet 

that marched in the streets and could be heard in the voices of those who sang in protest. Just like 

John the Baptist so long before him-King stood boldly and bore witness—testifying to how he 

saw God moving in the world—even when it came at the significant cost of public scorn, 

beatings, imprisonment and the loss of support from his white clergy colleagues. 

 

So…What’s our testimony? How do we see God working in our world today? 

 

Two summers ago, when General Assembly was here in St. Louis—the denomination chose to 

take up an offering, then march down to the City Justice Center where they worked with lawyers 

to help bailout those who could not afford their cash bail—God was present, in their feet, in their 

finances and in their witness for justice. 

 

As a denomination—the PCUSA has chosen to make the focus of 2019 & 2020 the story of 

Matthew 25—an initiative that invites congregations to recognize Christ’s urgent call to be a 

church of action, where God’s love, justice and mercy shine forth and are contagious to the 

world we live in. 

 

As we journey through the season of Epiphany we’re invited to look with new eyes for how God 

is breaking into the world around us and then to testify—to tell our stories about what we’ve 

seen and heard. To boldly stand on shaky knees and trust that even when our words aren’t perfect 

God will use our stories to point others to the good news, that God is here inviting us to follow. 

May it be so, for you and for me. Amen 
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