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The Testimony of a Tentative Witness
Things That Trouble Presbyterians:  Sermon 3 (Evangelism)
John 4:5-42
If there’s anything that strikes fear in the heart of a Presbyterian, it’s the gospel call to bear witness to what we believe.  Though I have not tried to rank the list of things that trouble Presbyterians that we’re working on this summer, I think today’s topic would have been somewhere near the top.  If it’s true—as I have seen reported many times—that speaking in public is the thing humans most fear, there’s no doubt that the subject of evangelism would have to come high on the list of what troubles Presbyterians.  Too often Presbyterians have answered that old question of the church—can I get a witness?—with a silent no.
The Presbyterian seminary I attended in Louisville, Kentucky was just down the road from Southern Seminary, which is a Southern Baptist institution.  Things have changed greatly at Southern Seminary in the last decade, but during my student days, there was a great relationship between the two schools.  We shared resources and professors and had some great sports rivalries.  We also shared a joke which played on our denominational stereotypes.  The joke went that the Baptists and Presbyterians should unite to form a single denomination so that the Baptists could bring the people in and the Presbyterians could educate them.

I say we shared the joke, but frankly, it was a joke that didn’t cut equally.  And it’s also a fact that much humor is really a way to say something truthful, only to wipe it off with those great words, “I was just kidding.”  Many a truth has been said in jest, and there was no denying that Presbyterians had trouble with evangelism.
Why do we struggle with evangelism?  It could be that we are afraid that our faith needs to be perfectly worked out before we open our mouths to speak.  In others words, we want to be sure that all of our theological i’s are dotted and our t’s crossed.  Many of us are consumed by the hidden dread that we aren’t prepared to speak about our trust in God—that, if pressed, we couldn’t muster up a single intelligible sentence to express our faith.  In other words, we forget that one of the main ways we come to a deeper understanding of what we believe is by daring to put it into words.
  We do not simply speak to articulate our faith, but to discover it and deepen it.  Unfortunately, too many of us want our faith perfected before we speak.

So there’s one reason Presbyterians have trouble with evangelism, but there’s another one that troubles us deeply.  We have seen what others have done in the name of “evangelism,” and some of it has been downright offensive.  Perhaps you understand what one person wrote when he likened evangelism to professional wrestling.  He writes, “Both are considered to be activities that draw large, uncritical crowds, involve a measure of sham, work on irrational emotions, and could end up hurting somebody.”

Have you ever seen anybody hurt by evangelism?  I remember a kid from my youth group growing up.  He was a couple of years older than I was, so I was still part of the youth when he went away to college.  He went to a college in West Texas and ended up with a roommate who was determined to save him.  It didn’t matter to his roommate that he had been part of the church his whole life or that he was not interested in listening to his sermons every day.
It got to the point that Eric was torn between two extremes—he knew he either needed to convert to this person’s understanding of the church because he was afraid he’d end up in hell.  Or, he could leave Christianity altogether.  I remember my pastor had to write a strong letter to the roommate and another to the roommate’s pastor, sort of the equivalent of a lawyer’s cease-and-desist letter.

We all have examples of times when we’ve seen evangelistic tactics betray the good news they seek to convey, and we’ve decided we want no part of that.

Some of us are hesitant to speak because we fear we must have all the right words for our faith.  Others of us are hesitant to speak because we don’t want to be associated with the evangelistic terrorists that we have encountered.  But there is, I think, a deeper reason we don’t bear witness to the gospel as often as we would like.  We know being a Christian means that we have chosen to follow a certain way of life—a way of life marked by self-giving love, concern for the poor, welcome of the stranger, forgiveness of those who have sinned against us, and a whole litany of demanding characteristics of what it means to be a disciple.  And we wonder:  does my life show evidence of what I believe?  And, to draw closer to the call to evangelism, am I actually living the life that I am inviting others to live?
That’s the reason I’ve never put a “clergy” sticker on my car, a sticker which can help with hospital parking sometimes.  I simply don’t want the people I drive past to say to one another, “He sure is driving fast, what with his being clergy and all.”  Or, when stuck in traffic on I-81, “Honey, would you look at that guy with his clergy tag—he’s muttering like a common heathen.”

Presbyterians are troubled by evangelism.  Some of us want our faith neatly worked out before we speak.  Others of us are fearful that our witness might be offensive.  And still others of us hesitate to talk the talk because we fear we’re not walking the walk.  There is no better story to move us past these concerns than the engaging story of Jesus’ encountering a Samaritan woman at the well.  Though this story can spin in a thousand directions, I want us to think about this story through the lens of what it means to bear witness to the gospel of Jesus Christ.
In this story, Jesus is presented as deliberately crossing gender and ethnic boundaries for theological reasons.  And it is abundantly clear in John’s Gospel that this unnamed Samaritan woman stands in sharp contrast to Nicodemus, whom we met in the previous chapter.  They are polar opposites.  One is named and male; the other unnamed and female.  One is a distinguished religious leader; the other is a despised foreigner.  Nicodemus comes to Jesus in the dark of night while the Samaritan woman meets Jesus at noon.  But the striking difference is this:  at the end of their encounters with Jesus, only one of them goes to bear witness to what they have seen and heard.
In this way, this unnamed Samaritan woman embodies one of the primary marks of true discipleship in John’s Gospel:  she bears witness to Jesus.
  But, when you take a close look at the witness, a witness that ends up leading her whole village to faith, you will find no formula to put into a tract to hand out.  You will simply find this:  “She said to the people, ‘Come and see a man who told me everything I have ever done! He cannot be the Messiah, can he?”  As one commentator said, “this is not exactly a recitation of the Apostles’ Creed.”

She is a tentative witness, to be sure, but she is a faithful witness.  She is so moved by her encounter with Jesus that she is compelled to share the news.  In a deep sense, she wants her friends to meet Jesus, not to validate her own experience, but so that they too can have their own experience of the one they come to call “the savior of the world.”

I love the way Fred Craddock has described this scene:  The woman “is a witness, but not a likely witness and not even a thorough witness….She is not even a convinced witness:  ‘Can this be the Christ?’ is literally ‘This cannot be the Christ, can it?’  Even so, her witness is enough:  it is invitational (come and see), not judgmental; it is within the range permitted by her experience; it is honest with its own uncertainty; it is for everyone who will hear.  How refreshing.  Her witness avoids triumphalism, hawking someone else’s conclusions, packaged answers to unasked questions, thinly veiled ultimatums and threats of hell, and assumptions of clarity on theological matters.  She does convey, however, her willingness to let her hearers arrive at their own affirmations about Jesus, and they do:  ‘This is indeed the Savior of the world.’”

Notice this:  there is no neatly worked out system of belief.  Nor are her words offensive.  And there are any number of reasons to question her authority for serving as a witness, but her witness is enough.
And so are ours.  You see, evangelism is really about what God is doing, not about what we are doing.  All we must do is tell the old, old story of what God has done, is doing, and will do.  The work we are called to as members of the church is a ministry of witness to all that God is up to in the world.  That’s why it is called gospel, for it is exceedingly good news.
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