“I Witness”
Selected verses from the Book of Joshua

Homily for PW Annual Day

First Presbyterian Church, Richmond, VA

May 11, 2010

The Rev. Dr. Marcia Mount Shoop, Preacher

Joshua 24:22 

5:00 o’clock Eye Witness News can give you a firsthand account of the worst traffic jams, local shootings, and the latest Doppler radar weather.  And what news you get may just depend on what channel you tune into.  
Our court systems depend on eye witnesses for dependable testimony about crimes, but people who witness the same occurrence can give very different renditions about what actually happened.    

We want and expect Eye Witnesses to give us the whole truth and nothing but the truth, so help us God.

The Book of Joshua has its own particular way of telling us what happened.  And many biblical scholars will tell you that Joshua’s account of Israel’s conquest of Canaan doesn’t necessarily match up with the findings of archeology and other scholarship that is geared less toward salvation history and more toward the science of human history.

We want the truth, the whole truth, and nothing but the truth so help us God.  

Knowing that Joshua is very probably revisionist history may give some of us pause when we turn to its pages for guidance, when we search these sacred pages for the finger prints of God.  

There are some pretty horrible things in this book:  killings that are motivated by a desire for religious and cultural purity, the attempted erasure of any one who would not pledge loyalty to YHWH.  

And if we explore these pages with not the least bit of confusion about how in the world this story fits into our story, then we may not be paying attention to either—this story or ours. 

But even in the midst of what biblical scholar, Bob Coote, calls the “attempted ethnic cleansing”
 of the Book of Joshua, we can find God’s Divinity shimmering in glimpses.  Those glimmers and glimpses may not be where we suspect they are.  They may not be in the testimonies of God’s sovereignty or even in the narratives of mercy that we see with stories like Rahab’s--the Cannanite prostitute who is spared in Joshua.  
These glimmers and glimpses of Divinity can elude us because we are looking for them in these places we’d expect to find them—in the marks of power, or mercy, or in order out of chaos.  

The Bible’s authority is embodied not simply in the words on a page but in the mysterious way these texts grabs a hold of us in our lives today.  This ancient tale about the walls of Jericho may not be the whole truth and nothing but the truth, but I believe it teaches us something about our own truth and God’s insistence that we speak our truth from the integrity of real lived experiences.  

The unexpected thing about the Book of Joshua may be that this book that really isn’t such a reliable witness to the historical realities of its time has something to teach us about being reliable witnesses in our own time.  

Being a witness seems pretty straight forward, right?  Just tell what happens—stick to the facts.
But anyone who has had children, particularly more than one child, knows how tenuous this dependence on factual information can be when we are dealing with high intensity situations and raw emotion.

Just a few days ago my 10 year old felt morally compelled to wallop his 5 ½ year old sister because he felt she was going to (and I quote) “murder a frog in our back yard.”  According to my daughter’s rendition of the story she simply pointed out a frog to him and asked if she could try holding it after my son picked it up.  

To complicate matters even more, my husband was actually there to witness the scene—unfortunately with his back turned for just a second or two.  When I sat everyone down after a five minute cooling off period to hear everyone’s side of the story—even with my very best mediation skills from my work in multicultural ministry and conflict resolution we could not get past the tears of a 5 ½ year old who said she just wanted to hold the frog and the moral conviction of a 10 year old that he was just doing what he had to do to save the frog from the lethal clutches a “frog murderer.”  

My husband’s insistence that “I don’t care what happened, you don’t hit your sister” didn’t help much since he never had any sisters, only brothers and they were allowed to hit each other whenever they wanted.  So, these Eye Witnesses could not sort anything out beyond raw feelings of hurt, betrayal, fear, and ten year old rage.    

We were at an impasse—stuck in a place of hurt, constrained by the snarl of conflicting perspectives and deep convictions.  

Witnessing is a troubled and troubling dynamic that only gets harder when there are conflicting histories and cultural differences that have formed the lens with which we see the world.  

Joshua’s conquest of Canaan was not the last blood to be shed on that land of sacred stories and shrines.  The blood still flows today—with eye witnesses trying to find ways to get their stories out so the world can know.  But, even with these witnesses what do we know?  What can we do?  How can the blood ever stop flowing in all the places where human relationships are shattered by brutality because we don’t know how to live with differences?

And our country struggles, too, with the sharp edges of different perspectives and experiences.  We are politically polarized; and issues like immigration, healthcare, the environment, religion, sexuality, and race each reveal these deep differences in their own startling way.  
What does it mean to be a witness in this kind of fractured world?  
The Book of Joshua begins with God repeatedly telling Joshua to be “determined and confident” (Good News) or “strong and courageous” (NRSV, NIV).  Be determined and confident, determined and confident, determined and confident…

That’s all God is asking.  But those words can mean a lot of things.  What’s the difference between being determined and being stubborn?  What’s the difference between being confident and being single-minded or even arrogant?

In a world where the extremes make the news and where caricatures of complicated issues seem to frame our public conversations about faith, how can you and I be witnesses?  

And perhaps the deeper question is what do we believe is compelling about Christianity if it’s not the narratives of God’s conquests or the urgency of our need to avoid hell?

In a world that seems to feast on polarization, even as it is starving for constructive connections, how are we Christians to tell about what God is doing in a way that welcomes and transforms?  Can we be witnesses to Jesus’ amazing power to include, to disrupt, to heal of our deepest wounds?
Are we afraid of that faith with any kind of fervor might make us vulnerable in this world of “truthiness” as Steven Colbert put it?  Maybe we should just let religion be a private matter, a personal choice, something we hold close to the vest.  Our mainline ambivalence testifies to the chilling effect that fundamentalism has had on our time.  

Fundamentalisms kind of resolve, that kind of certainty that takes no prisoners, that doesn’t blink is enough to make us moderate, mainline Christians quiet down about God.  
If we speak of our faith we might get mistaken for those on the extremes?  So we quiet down about God, and certainly we quiet down about Jesus.  We can talk of justice and mission, maybe even a little about spirituality, but as for testimony about Jesus, we seem to have surrendered that to others who tell our stories for us in ways we can barely recognize as our own.    
In their book Unchristian:  What a New Generation Really Thinks about Christianity and Why it Matters, David Kinneman and Gabe Lyons interview people between their late teens and early thirties about what they think about Christians.
  Startlingly high percentages (about 80% to 90%) describe Christians as:  judgmental, antihomosexual, hypocritical, too political and sheltered.  This study was commissioned by the Barna group in Ventura, CA, which has done research and offered resources from an evangelical perspective.  This book asks Christians to take a long look in the mirror.
Similar insights come to us from Marcus Borg in his book The Heart of Christianity.
  He asked students in a class to write essays about their views of Christianity.  They describe Christianity as “literalistic, anti-intellectual, self-righteous, judgmental, and bigoted.”  

Friends we have not done a good job of witnessing if this is what people think of us.  

Jesus’ followers are misleading people about who Jesus was and is.  
But witnesses give flesh to truths untold; we also have to live with the fact that there are some things that cannot completely be told.  
The whole truth and nothing but the truth is out of our reach—maybe we’re not sure we can live with that.  

What is truth? That’s the question Pilate asked Jesus right before he gave into the people who wanted Jesus gone.  Pilate, in John’s version of the story, can’t find a reason to condemn Jesus, but he gives him over anyway—a political move no doubt.  What is truth, he asks Jesus, and Jesus answers not with words but with his body alive in the world, plugged into our pain and our distortion and our tendency to panic when we feel the world begin to shift.  
But Jesus’ act of witnessing is not without ambiguity—at least there has been plenty of different ways to interpret what he did.  Centuries of Christian thought and writing have groped for a way, a formula to describe what Jesus does for us.  Jesus witnesses with his life, his death, his resurrection.
We can see the troubling truth of what it means to be a witness if we consider how a trauma like the Holocaust reveals the complexity of speaking truth in a world of so much pain.
  
Dori Laub describes the Holocaust as a “collapse of witnessing.” He says, “the historical imperative to bear witness could not be met during the occurrence” because of the depth of its trauma.
  
Even so those who survived the Holocaust testify to being motivated to live by the need to tell their stories—these stories are their life line, the way they survive.

But there is a snarl of complexity when it comes to testifying to traumatic suffering.  

When it comes to trauma, the horror of the experience has been submerged and requires repeated submergence for victims and survivors.  And in the midst of this submergence, the story still must seek ways to be revealed and even relived.  
As the Holocaust so horribly substantiates, the need to witness to trauma is possessed also of the impossibility of telling it.  
As Laub explains, therefore, “silence about the truth commonly prevails,” and even for those who “incessantly” tell their story, they feel they’ve said very little.
  
For those who choose silence the result is a more grotesque kind of distortion.  Not telling the story allows it to infect the survivor’s everyday life in distorted form.  The longer the story goes untold, the more distorted it becomes, until the survivor may doubt that it really happened.

Witnessing to trauma teaches us about witnessing to anything that calls us to realize and live in the limits of language, thought, memory, and analysis.  At a time such as ours, witnessing testifies to the constant shifting between listening and speaking.  
Bearing witness in this embodied context is a new, troubled and troubling, mode of telling and doing and listening and being.  
We must tell our stories—even though we can never tell it all.  For in not telling our stories of brushes with God, they become contorted/distorted and lose their ability to effect healing in our lives and healing in our world.  

If we believe God is working in our lives and in the world, if Jesus has changed you and me from the inside/out, then we must try to tell that truth, even if we can’t tell the whole truth.

Those words at the beginning about determination and confidence in the Book of Joshua don’t settle with me until I get to the end of the Book after Joshua is dead and gone. It says “As long as Joshua lived, the people of Israel served the LORD, and after his death they continued to do so as long as those leaders were alive who had seen for themselves everything that the LORD has done…”

This confidence and determination must be always tangled up with what we see and feel for ourselves that God is doing.  What do you see for yourselves?  What do you see that God is doing first hand?

Joshua tells the people of Israel, “You are your own witnesses to the fact that you have chosen to serve the LORD.” (24:22).  

In a Chicago area rest home they have learned a lot about this excruciating need to witness.  You see there are Holocaust survivors there—the children of concentration camps grown old.  When some of these survivors who have not spoken much of their trauma fall prey to Alzheimer’s disease, the captive memories and experience are set loose to be triggered and experienced in many ways.  
Many nursing home facilities that are home to some of these survivors have instituted Holocaust awareness training so that they can be more sensitive to how certain words (i.e. “shower”) can trigger a reliving of experiences in concentration camps.  There is a woman in one of those Alzheimer’s facilities who lost her baby in the concentration camp.  She spent all of her time now looking for her baby—searching for her baby, crying for her baby, unable to rest from her need to find her baby.
  Staff had tried many different ways to tell her that her baby was gone, that there was no baby. You see her baby had died there years ago in the concentration camp.   
Then they decided to meet her where she was and give her what she needed.  They told her they had found her baby and gave her a doll.  She found great comfort in that.  

Do you see firsthand what God is doing there in that tortured place?  Rewriting history with healing in mind is a place where God can meet us.  
Can you tell your own stories of unexpected healing opportunities?  Can you testify to your own experiences of God’s transforming love?

I witnessed such a shining flash of grace at Seigle Avenue Presbyterian Church where Charlie Summers was the pastor back in the mid to late nineties.  My husband and I went to church there.  It was a healing place on so many levels—black and white in church together, rich and poor, conservative and liberal.  I thought it was the justice work that had my heart there, but it turned out to be the clanging of an out of tune piano and the raspy sound of gospel music from a woman named Clara.  It was her singing “I Am Coming up the Rough Side of the Mountain” that washed me in Christ’s healing love.  I learned from her that I needed to bring my whole body, not just my mind to church.  I realized I hadn’t been telling my whole story and that church had been diminished because of that.
I can witness to countless other times when I have seen what God is doing in changing neighborhoods where single race churches are becoming multicultural churches, where people who had been enemies are now not enemies, but together they are church.  I have seen it all over our denomination.  I am a witness to this unlikely thing God is doing to us decent and orderly Presbyterians. 

God is in the beautiful washes of life, God is in the calm we somehow find when panic tries to light its wick.  God is the clarity of love when we find a way to express it instead of anger.  God is in the surprises, the unexpected grace and blessing.  God is in the rivers in the desert, a baby sent to save the world, a death that gave us life, and a Spirit that blows through when we think change is impossible.  

Jesus came and is here among us to make sure we know these things to be true.  

That frog controversy at my house didn’t really get resolved.  My little boy ran out into the yard feeling unheard, my daughter finally stopped crying and went to bed happy since she got to read Dr. Seuss.  God’s grace didn’t show up where I thought it would.  I thought everyone should apologize and pledge to do better next time.  Instead they all fled the scene of the crime.

But, when my son finally came in from outside he said, “I hate it when I get so angry—I don’t want to feel like that anymore.”  And from the disconnection of the argument I saw a frayed little piece of a golden thread that God was offering to the two of us to connect again.  
And we promised to work on that together. I witnessed God’s tender faithfulness flow through my son in a chance for transformation, a space opening for change, a choice to reject hostility and search for a better way.  

If we don’t witness to the truth of what we see God doing in our lives and we leave it only to those who tell the narratives of God’s conquests or who threaten non-believers with eternal punishment and judgment, then we have mistaken ourselves for an insignificant part of God’s story.  

You might not have the walls of Jericho to shout down, but you do have the poison of hatred to combat—your story may just be the anti-venom.  

You may not have Canaan to conquer, but you do have the deep wounds of exclusion to help heal.  Your story may be the balm someone needs.  
You may not have Israel’s trumpets, but you have the beautiful truth of how Jesus has changed your life.  You’ve got God’s finger prints all over you!

Brothers and sisters don’t be afraid to be an “I Witness.”

Thanks be to God.
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