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Angelina Grimke probably had one of the most unusual honeymoons in history.  On May 14th 1838, this daughter of affluent South Carolina slaveholders married Theodore Weld, an ardent abolitionist.
  Three days later, a crowd in Philadelphia harangued her, threw rocks, and, after her speech, burned down the hall itself.  Angelina had “offended” on two fronts.  She had suggested that slavery was morally wrong and she, a woman, had dared to speak to a “promiscuous” audience, that is an audience with both men and women.  Fortunately, she escaped unharmed but she never spoke in public again.  Even her Quaker friends were disapproved of her feminine assertiveness even in a good cause.
  Undaunted, with her sister Sarah, she continued working for abolitionism and then women’s rights until her death.



Angelina reminds me of John, whom we meet again in today’s Gospel. Last week Mark called John the baptizer; today’s Gospel labels him “a witness to testify to the light.”  Like Angelina, John came with a disturbing message.  Today, the Jewish leaders challenge him as that crowd challenged Angelina:  “Who are you?” they demand.  When he explains he is NOT the Messiah, they ask “What then?  Are you Elijah? Are you the prophet? What do you say about yourself?”  John says simply he is  “a voice crying out in the wilderness.”  Listening to John and thinking of Angelina, I’ve been pondering how we can recognize a witness to the light. How can we discern the voice crying in the wilderness from the clamor of the world?  Our world often embraces relativism; we sometimes hear that we can’t judge the viewpoints of others.  But St. Paul in our Thessalonians’ passage tells us we are to “test everything; [and] hold fast to what is good.”  But how can we distinguish the good, how can we identify the voice in the wilderness that is testifying to the light?  

I’m neither an ethicist nor a professional theologian.  But having pondered John, Angelina and Rosa Parks, I want to propose two tests for identifying those who testify to the light, in our own day.


Test 1: People who testify to the Light always speak for the greater good; they urge concern for others, particularly those who may be unable to speak for themselves.   Our reading from Isaiah gives us a good job description:  they are anointed by God, like we all were at our baptisms, to “bring good news to the oppressed, to bind up the brokenhearted, to proclaim liberty to the captives, and release to the prisoners.”  

When Angelina Grimke mounted that platform to confront insults, abuse and danger she was speaking for the slaves, not herself.  In fact, her message was against her self interests.  She could have continued her life of ease on her father’s plantation, served by slaves and profiting from their labor.  But she saw and heard what others around her ignored:  “a young slave boy who walked with difficulty due to the whip-mark scars on his back and legs . . . and screams of pain from the nearby workhouse, where slaves were dragged on a treadmill, suspended by their arms.”
   So she spoke up.

In our political climate, it’s sometimes difficult to know which side is speaking for those Isaiah calls us to care for.  But two recent events provide some guidance.  In September at a debate among Republican candidates, Wolff Blitzer posed a hypothetical case about health care to Ron Paul:  a 30 year old man who hasn’t bought private health insurance requires intensive and extensive medical treatment to survive.  What, Blitzer, asked, should the government, should we as a community, do to help or assist him?  While Paul sought to finesse an answer that would not be too harsh, a chant broke out in the crowd: “let him die, let him die, let him die.”
 The video of this on Youtube is chilling.  I may not always recognize God’s witness among us, but I do know that crowd was not testifying to the light.  Their chant seemed eerily similar to the “crucify him, crucify him” in our Palm Sunday liturgy.  The person bearing witness to God’s light calls us to be concerned for the poor, sick and needy not to abandon them.  While I believe God calls us to be good stewards of our resources, individually and collectively, God does not, I think, want us to balance our budget on the backs of the poor, the unemployed and the sick.  

This week world leaders met in Durban South Africa to address climate change.  Now a few people still insist that climate change isn’t happening; they say this is just another periodic warming period.   But the weight of scientific evidence is clear:  the emissions from our cars and our industries are creating the ecological crisis before us.  I, for one, am embarrassed that my nation has been so reluctant to do its part.  At a rally before the conference, Desmond Tutu issued a poignant plea.  Climate change is, he said, a "huge enemy … We are saying this is the last chance: please, for goodness' sake, make the right decision, this is the only world we have, the only home we have, if it is destroyed, we all sink." Former Irish President Mary Robinson made clear where the responsibility lies: "People are suffering because of the impact of climate change, those who are suffering most are not responsible, so the rich world has to take its responsibility."
  We may not consider ourselves rich, but in the world’s terms we are. As Christians, we are obligated to be good stewards of, what one Eucharistic prayer calls, “this fragile earth our island home.” Tutu and Robinson’s testimony to the light makes me even more uncomfortable with my own comfortable lifestyle.  But then witnesses to God’s light often afflict the comfortable as well as comforting the afflicted.

The second test is in many ways an extension of the first.  Test 2:  No matter how dire or uncertain the situation, those who testify to the light, always face the future with hope.  When Angelina mustered her courage to speak that night, she did not know the outcome.  But she knew, as she wrote to William Lloyd Garrison, that abolitionism was a cause worth dying for.  So, she spoke, hoping and trusting that she could make a difference.   Political and social forces were against her, but she stepped out toward the future.  Many powerful corporations and politicians oppose what our brothers and sisters in Durban tried to do; they’ve achieved a temporary victory.  But Tutu and others will persist in their efforts because they have hope for the future and have faith that people of good conscience can and will make a difference.


Now, I’ve talked about a witness to the light from 170 years ago.  And others today  almost 8,400 miles away. But sometimes, if our hearts are open, we can see witnesses to the light, persons in our midst, who approach the future with hope and try to make a difference for others.  This year at St. Dunstan’s we have lost members of our community who I think did just that:  Pat Pongrancz, Jack and Edythe Cardon, Lynn Mechling, Ann Wood, Jo Tape and Jean Bulleitt to name a few.  In various ways, each of them sought the greater good and stepped out in hope. This week we lost another witness to the light with the death of Marty Regan. 

Now I didn’t know Marty nearly as well as some of you.  I had only begun visiting her this year when she was no longer able to be here for the services she so cherished.  This summer she made her final visit to this building to hear Collin play the organ.  But one didn’t have to know her long to know that she was a person of deep faith who was deeply concerned for others and always stepped out in hope.  She was a witness to God’s light.  More than fifty years ago, she joined the Cardons, the Jeffers, and Caryl Hadler among others in a great venture toward the light.  Massachusetts Avenue was a two lane road and the surrounding neighborhoods had as many lots available for building as houses.  But those people wanted a beacon of light here in Bethesda, they wanted others to hear the Good News they embraced, and so they stepped out in hope.  I don’t know for sure but I suspect that Marty may have been one of those who courageously signed an agreement to guarantee our mortgage payments for the first 5 years.  


When I first met Marty, she told me straightforwardly that her days were measured in months not years.  At that point, she wanted to make it to the 2012 election.  She thought this country was in a bad way and, being a Democrat, she wanted to live long enough to vote for Obama again.  In the last weeks when she became largely bedbound, I was struck by how concerned she still was about others and how valiantly she looked to the future.  Despite her own physical deterioration, she always asked about those she knew to be facing challenges.  Last Sunday when Rosi Sweeney and I visited her, after communion, I asked if she wanted any special prayers.  She thought for a moment.  Then she asked that we pray for the Community Church in Morgantown, Kentucky, her hometown.  It was, she said, really struggling and needed our prayers.  Throughout her life she contributed to that little church which had given her such deep roots of faith.  She was still concerned about it and wanted to protect that beacon of light in that town in Kentucky.  According to their website, Morgantown Community Church exists to empower people to take the next step on their journey with Christ.  That’s our mission, too.

Marty and the others in this community who have now joined the saints in glory leave us a wonderful legacy, but a legacy with a challenge.  In their day and in their ways, they testified to the light.  They hope and expect we will too.  As Christians, we are called towitness to the light not only in this building with our prayers and songs, but also in the world with our advocacy and our actions.  As we consider the future of St. Dunstan’s in our visioning process, I hope we ask with today’s collect: “stir up your power, O Lord, and with great might come among us” so that we can heed the words of Isaiah “to bring good news to the oppressed, to bind up the brokenhearted, to proclaim liberty to the captives, and release to the prisoners; to proclaim the year of the Lord's favor.”  May we join John, Angelina, and Marty in being witnesses to the light.    
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