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Teke the Witness Stand!

Often I am deeply provoked by, and sometimes guilty of, the statement that goes
something like this: '"Now, here's the straight story on this situation, but don't
quote me." You will recognize the type of person: the one who is always trying to
impress you with his lkmowledge of the truth, but who never wants to be quotede. <his
is the kind of timid soul who knows that so-and-so is either guilty or not guilty, but
who will never take they witness stand to say so., His timidity reflects a kina of
craven wealmess of character that ought to concern our thought this morning.

We are living through a time in which people are quick to witness for their
prejudices but reluctant to speek out for their convictionse The atmosphere of our
present society is so laden with the weight of fear that peopls are getting afreid to
express themselves on anything, Recently the Capitol-Times newspaper of Madison,
Wisconsin, made a startling discovery. It conducted a survey to see how meny people
wopld say outright that they believed in the Decleration of Independencee 111 out of
the 112 persons they interviewed refused to sign. The New York Post, conducting =
gimilar petitvion, found that out of 16l persongselected at rendom only 19 would sign
up to the fact that they believed in the Decleration of Indepgendence. This is cone-
vincing proff of the fact of fear that pervades our societys We are so stricken with
witch hunts and heresy trials that few people are willing to stand up and be counted
for anythinge.

This is a symptom of deadly peril to our societye.. For wnen people are so overcome
witn intimidetion and fear that they stand up for nothing they heve thereby created a
moral and spiritusl vacuum into wnich the forces of evil quickly movee This is precisely
what happened in Germany as the Nazis rose to power. Many people in Germeny ssw what
was happening and disapporved, but they had not the courage to stand up end witness
against what they lmew to be wronge As we met some of these people in Gormany last
sumer and heard their emcuses that there was notning they could have done to stop Hitler
they appeared in a rather pathetic light.

This morning I am speeking to Christian people who say they believe in the truth

of the Christian Gospeles I wonder how meny of us in days like these are willing td®
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teke the witness stand for our faithe The necessity of witnessing in these days should
be a source of grave concern to people who cell themselves Christiene Taking the
witness stend regularly has two importent aspects for the Christilen.
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For oné thing taking the witness stand is a sure way to gain personal integrity.
The wishy-washy, weak-kneed, spineless type or person commangSneitners the respect of
others nor the respect of himselfs No one, least of all the person himself, admires
the weak self that won't take a stand on anything.

Howard Thurmen tells ot a friend, a teacher in akartain divinity school, who
beceme involved in a school controvery. <*he iddue had to do with a colleague and
gtudent. The faculty becams split over the issue. Eventually the board or trustees
was brought into the situation and it was established that each faculty mempber would
have to take & stand for or againste. As things developed to be "for" was to stana
with the trusteess The issue could not be doaged and everyone had to bake a stand.
Thurman said that for the first time in his life his friend took & stand that involved
him in o situation vital to his own security. He decided to stand with mindrity. The
next fall, he was teaching in encther institutione In commenting on the situation he
saids "For the firet time in my lire, I felt that I was 2 man. It was the first time
that I could not hedge, but instead I had to take sides in accordancd with the integrity
ot my convictions without regard to possible consequences. I became a new person, way
down deeps" (DEEP IS (H& HUNGER, P.7) This is the wey, evidently, to personal integrity/

Without attempting to solicit your sympahty mey I eay that this is the podsition in
which a preacher constantly finds himselis Preaching is a EEEEEQPE? occupation for it
requires that & men teke a stande No one would care to listen continuelly to innocuous
utterances that failed to reveal inner convictione But often when a preacher tekes a
gtend he faces the denger of incurring the wrath end disapproval of certain personse
One the one hend it would seem that the preacher should avoid touching on controversial
issuese But Chriscianity, if strictly applied, will inevitebly strike controversy with
many interests, <Lhis is for the simple fact that our world is not Christiane. And

yet continuoukdy the preacher must lay his convictions on the line where they are open



to the fire of people who do not have to take stands themeelves in such o public waye
Everyone has heard of the typical church member who quits the church in anger when the
preacher says something he doeen't like, ®mikx Thenkfully there are few of this kind of
brethren, I have an idea thaﬁﬁﬂﬁﬁgwould not appreciate the preacher who submitted all
or his sermons and voneitions to a kind of pulpit censoring committee before he preached
them to see ir thyy would orfend anyonee I am sure thet you would have litile respect
for the perscnal integrity of such a preacher, and it is certain that he would despise
himselfs Actually as & Christian preacher I do not feel sorry for myself because I am
involved in a haezardous profession.
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There are some ﬁggile who #toutly maintain that it is impossivle for a true Christien

to engage in politicse Againet this idea I vehemently contend. I lmow that many of

the rules of the game in politics preclude Christian virtue, and I lmow th;:mgégﬁgéstian
in politics hangs by a threads Maybe he can't even be elected. But he can take a
stend, and ir he is defated beceuse of the stend he tekes he at least had earned his
personal integrity and the respect oi many otnerse Let him go dowvn to deteat; but he
hes talken the witness Bhand for what ought to be right in politice.

Actually a person of integrity is a responsible persone And, in the woidds of
Howard Thurman, "Responsibility means, essentially, stending up to be counted., It means
the ability to look things squarely in the face and pay the price for what one does,"
(DEEP IS THE HUNGEx, p. 127)

The person who never takes a stang exposes himself to a perilous position because
he mey become the vietim eventually of something that is terribly wronge Peter HEIEEEII’
the late Chaplain of the U.S, Senate, caught this idea in g famous prayer before the
senate: "God give us the courage to stend for something lest we fall for everything,"
Sooner or later e person has to teks a standy But far too often he falls for someone olses
stend which is wronge

Personal integrity is not conf'ined to eny one class of peonles The lack of integrity
is of'ten the mark of educated, so~colled refined and cultured peoplss R recent writer,
Roger Hggg}ion, laments the fact that our age has loat its intellsctual conscience.

"A wise teacher of the humanities," he writes, "has rightly oomplained :hat education
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-gives the student no sense of what he has to stend for in life.# As if to underline
this indictment a2 well-kmown scientist in one of our larger universities recently
contessed to a friend: 'I don' lmow why I'm here or whet I'm for.'"(RENSWING THE L*.IND5

Students may study commmism, socialism, democracy, fascism, atheiem, end s
Christianity ell in a quite dispassionate and objective light. But when they have
finished their intallsctual examination they may still stand for none of them. B ut
we might ask, Which one will you stend up for?

Richard Niebubr has put it this way: "Each believer reaches his owm 'fiﬁal'
conclusion, in resolutions that involve a2 leep from the chair in which he has read
about ancient battles into the middle of a present conilicte"(CHRIST AND CUL.UKE, 233)

I heppen to hold many pacifists in high regarde I do not agree with them all
the way through. Some I think are muddle~headede Others are intellectuclly brilliant.
Todey they are severely chaskised and condemmed, oif'ten by fellow Christians, even when
their convictions are rooted in the Christien Gospels But regardless of their purlic
condemetion I know that some of them are men end womaﬁfﬁé the greatest personal
integritye They have had the courage to take a stand as God has given them the light
to stande Though they are held in violent public disapproval they do have personal
integrity. And that is very deep and precious,
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In the second place taking the witness stand is simply the only way to witness
for Christ. As Chrisiiens we are called upon to witness for him but we cannot do
this by shrinking away from certein 9tand9.j?”“‘°“ﬁygﬂi’a*“ﬁmvhéwad’ﬁﬂ~jﬁfﬂ bk

There is no better example of all of us thah that or ?EEQI in the courtyard as
he tried to conceal his identity during the trdal of Jesus, With what biting sccuracy
does that description of Pster f£it ust "And he followed him afar offe" At the very
moment when Jesus faced his accusers there wes no one to take the witness stand for
him,. Several witnessed againet him, but notv a single soul stood up to witness for himl
Not even the great Peter who cravenly clung to the darkness outsidee. ZEven when he

was recognized and confronted with his reletionship to Jesus his soul slunk down like

e dog in denial, Did this mean that he had not believed in Jesus? Did he no longer
ot T A M et )

believe the things Jesus had preached? Indeed, he prooably still blieved all or thate
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‘But he didn' t have what it takes to teke the witness stand,

The famous Amsterdam Conference of 1948 issued this statement: "The world in
passing judgment on the Church is perfectly entitled to turn against it the word of
the Master Himselr: 'By tneir fruits you shall know +theme'"(MAN'S DISORDER AND GOD'S
DESIGN, VoleIIl. pe204) "What is the use," that conference declared, "of the church
speaking, if people can alweys point to the contrast between the worth, o' Christianity
and the unworthiness ot Christians."(pibibeVolsII p.111).

Whether we Christian§are comforsable in the fact or not, it is true that we are
on trial before the world =~ before this verycommnity. For when you walk out of this
church people expect tmxyou to witness for Christ. And if you don't take the witness
stand for him they are likely to #ske you as a big jokee Kisrkegaard, the great

it eeentin
Danish theologian wrote that the Christianis of his day were like a flock of geese
living in a barnyard. When the seventh day came they all paraded 4o a corner of the
yerd to hear their most eloguent orator get up on the fence and speak of the wonders
of geese. He described the exploits of their forefathers who had dared to mount up on
wings and fly all over the sky. He recalled the mercy of the Breator who hed given
them wings and the instinct to fly. All of this impressed the geese most deeply.
They nodded their heads solemmly in assente When he was through they applauded the
edoquence or the preaching goose. Bui there was one thing they did not do. They did not
fly. They went back td tneir dinners. They did not fly for the corn was good and the
barnyard secures (story told by Halford Luccock in Christ. Gent.May 11,1949,p.584)
Does that describe people who go to church?

But the world expects us, with all or our praying, praising, and preaching, to
take the witness stande I heard once of a stunt artist who was prepering to cross over
liagrae Fallson a tight rope as he pushed a wheelbarrow, As he was getting poised for
the start he was greeted by non-believers who heckled him mercilessly. But there was
one man who called out above the crowd: "I think you can meke itl" "Good}" replied the
stunt artiste "Get in the whoelbarrowl™ Some times our beliefs would meake sense only

if we reeponded to a challenge like that.

A Ohristien student is one who takss the witness stend in his school, No ons luaghs
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or cheats him out of his idealse Daily he takss the witness stand in his school life.
A GHRristian business men does the sams, Sometimes busineséwg?;“;;;;cted +o0 be honest
and trustworthy. But a Christien takes the witness stand in the nams of Christ.

The times coms when we are called uponﬁo witness in the deeper realms of life,
When a person suddenly finds himself plunged into the depths of sorrow he must still
take the witness stend. He shows now thet he still beslieves, in times of adversity,
in the gospel he has procleaimed when the sun was shininge One of our fingézaﬁfiiiigﬁ%dé
confessed the other dey that he had always regarded himeelf as an effective minister
to0 the bereaved. But when his own dear wife pessed away there was such an emptinsss in
his 1life that he was tempted to grow morose end bitter. But still he must take the
witness stand ~ now more then evere.
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Several years ago when the Empire Exhibition w 1d at Johgnnoshurg, South
ﬂ{rica, meny people were disappointed by a strange technicel hitche It had been planned
to throw a powerful 3,000-foot beam of light up into the sly. But at the time expected
the beam could not bed seen, even though the 14 million candle~power beacon was in
working order. The light was invisible because they had failed to take into account
the climate of Johammesburge There wes no humidity, no dust, no cloud for it to be
freflected egainst. Light is invisible unless it stikes an objecte So it is with the
Light of the World which is Christe That light is still in the world, shining in
darlmesse But unless it falls upon lives to be reflected if will never be saen.

When we step into that light with our sorrows, our convictions, our courage, and our

daily examples, then the light of Christ is reflected in the world. S%epping into that

light is like taking the witness stend. And thet is what Christiens are called upon
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Have you ever really taken the witness stand for Christ? Are you not really
achemed of your moral and spiritual neutrality, your shrinking back into the shadows
t0 conceal your convictions when you ought to tale the stand? Ah, thie worla is in

crisis and needs our witnesse Can we sing together this dey:
Trying to welk in the steps of the Savior,
Trying to follow our Sevior and King;
Shaping our lives by His blessed example,
Happy, how happy, the songs that we bring. Light,
How beautiiul to Walk in the steps of the Savior,Stepping in the
How beautiful to walk in the steps of the Savior,lLed in paths of





