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Bearing Witness 
(John 1:6-8, 19-28) 

 
 
Can I get a Witness? 
 
In today’s reading from the Gospel we hear John telling about Jesus coming. 
 
John is not called the Baptist or the Baptizer in the book of John.  Instead, he is referred 
to as a “Witness.” 
 
The book of John uses a lot of legal words, like witness, conviction, confessing, and 
testimony.   
 
John is a witness… 
 
I ask you:  Can I get a Witness?  
 
 
 
 
Are you a witness?  Could you testify for Jesus?  Imagine being called before a court to 
testify on his behalf, what would you say?  Do you know the guy?  What’s he like?  
What is your relationship like with him?  How has he influenced you?  
 
I’d like you to think about these things, and even write down what you testimony would 
be…Write down your personal story of faith and doubt.  When have you really 
experienced God, Jesus, or the Spirit, in your life?  What touchstones you can testify 
to? 
 
During Lent, which starts in February, I want to invite you to share your faith stories with 
each other - your personal testimony of faith and doubts. 
 
I’ll be asking:  Can I get a witness?  Can I get a witness? 
 
John witnessed that Jesus was on earth, standing among people, but they weren’t 
recognizing him in their midst.  John was a “voice crying out in the wilderness - 
Make the Lord’s path straight!” 
 
How do we prepare a path today for Jesus’ coming?   
 
Is Jesus standing among us? 
 
Witnessing cost John his life.  Is there anything you’re willing to dedicate your life to? 
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Whether we agree or disagree, there are people all over our country these days, 
witnessing to what they see as over-use of police force against unarmed black males.  I 
think sometimes we’re talking apples and oranges.  Each separate incident can be 
debated, but I believe there is a deeper root problem that is simply being uncovered.  
Partly it’s about police force, but it’s also about racial disparity in general, something 
that makes us all uncomfortable. 
 
John was a prophet.  Prophets make people uncomfortable - that’s their job.  Part of my 
job, too - balancing comfort and loving you with also challenging you.  So I’m going to 
do my bit of crying out about race and justice.   
However, John didn’t tell us to make the path for Jesus so NARROW that nobody could 
walk on it. 
 
In my opinion, we don’t have a path today, but a line in the sand.  We are a country 
deeply divided with many noisy would-be prophets.  We act and speak as if we’re all 
experts on race.  When in actuality, none of us is.  None of us has “arrived” at a place of 
being free from racial discrimination. Our understanding is limited, but that doesn’t stop 
us from crying out loud and clear about what’s wrong with other people.  Those “Other” 
people. 
 
We stand divided on either side of the line, just as nearly everything in our country 
becomes a political black or white, liberal or conservative issue.  Please, we need to 
see that this way of thinking does nothing, but lock us in place, lobbing grenades at one 
another over our imaginary line in the sand. 
 
We prepare a tight rope for Jesus’ coming, not a path.  We need to broaden our “line” to 
make a path wide enough for Jesus, Jo and Keith. 
 
Jo, is someone I love, and he is a white police officer.  I can not engage with you about 
race and justice, without imagining him here with me, us holding hands, as we prepare 
the path to become broad enough for both of us.   
 
When Jo’s at work, his life is frequently in danger.  His wife worries whether he will 
come home at night.  He tries to cover up what he does for a living to protect himself 
and I have chosen to not use his real name.  He is disliked and prejudiced against by 
people who first meet him.  He basically wants to come home each night and enjoy his 
life. 
 
I also imagine my dear black friend, Keith, holding my other hand and the path needing 
to be broader still for all three of us.  Keith is tired of being followed around in stores.  
He is tired of being questioned by police.  He is tired of being seen as a possible 
criminal by people who first meet him.   
 
I love both of these men.  I don’t think we should engage in one-sided dialogue without 
imagining people we love on both sides of an issue being present with us.  We need to 



 

  3 

keep our path broad, so that through love for one another, Jesus can easily walk among 
us. 
 
But just because, we are holding two perspectives at the same time, doesn’t mean 
we’re pulled into a standstill.  We can walk along the path together in dialogue - learning 
from one another. 
 
“Race is a pigment of our imaginations,” states Ruben Rumbaut.  Race is an 
invention we created that has caused many real injustices.  Sadly, most of us have 
been taught to believe that there are races of people, sort of like sub-types.  In reality, 
Jo, Keith, me, and you - all of us are African-American, every single one of us.   
 
For some reason, my ancestors (and Jo’s) moved out of Africa long ago.  I don’t know 
why.  Maybe they couldn’t get along with anyone.  Anyway, for whatever reason they 
migrated north and over time their skin color became pasty white.  And I am truly 
grateful for that.   
 
I and my children have inherited that lighter skin tone and it provides me with more 
privileges than you or I will ever know.  My skin allows me the ability not to worry when 
my kids walk to the store and pull up their hoods.  People think they are cold or maybe 
geeky.  Nobody follows them with a gun, wondering if they are up to something.  My 
skin color provides me less likelihood of being arrested or in the criminal justice system. 
 
Social psych experiments that testify to racial disparity and how we view criminals. In 
one (ABC News-20/20) experiment an old car was placed in a white neighborhood and 
white boys were coached to vandalize the car by jumping up and down on it.  Many 
people passed by and told the kids to stop and one person called the police. 
 
The same experiment was repeated with black boys jumping on the car, few people 
stopped, but 10 people called the police.  We have tendencies to look the other way to 
the crimes of whites, while criminalizing blacks for the same behaviors.  
 
My skin color provides me better access to education, less depression and anxiety, and 
better health care. 
 
Studies show that people of color raised in the United States experience more 
depression and anxiety than whites and higher rates than people of color raised in their 
native countries.  Sadly, medications offered for diseases like schizophrenia, are not 
distributed in the same manner.  People of color get older drugs with harsher side 
effects, even when controlling for other factors, like type of insurance. 
 
My skin color provides me with better financial stability. 
 
My ancestors were allowed to homestead and acquire land, based on the color of their 
skin.  While they worked hard, they also benefitted from numerous laws put in place by 
our government that allowed whites the privilege of citizenship, low interest home loans, 
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and wealth accumulation making it possible for them to climb into middle class comfort 
and build net worth.  Some amount of this accumulated net worth has been passed 
along making white families disproportionately more wealthy than black families.  With 
wealth comes a host of other goodies.  This being white is a good thing, everyone 
should try it. 
 
Seriously, that was a joke.  Issues of race have caused so much pain that it is hard to 
joke or even talk about them at all.  What makes me really sad, is that I expect people of 
my generation to be pretty clueless about race.  We’ve been misled for a long time.  But 
I am deeply saddened when I talk to Whitney about what they are learning in school 
about race.  She tells me that because the topic is so controversial they don’t discuss it. 
 
I want to be part of a group discussing racial issues and creating a broader even path 
for Jesus and all my brothers and sisters. 
 
Going along with the status quo is not changing the system in place.  We need to cry 
out.  Perhaps a modern version of “Bacon’s Rebellion” is what we are seeing today in 
our city streets.   
 
If you’re savvy about the invention of race, you know that in 1676 Nathaniel Bacon led 
an uprising of Virginia settlers against Great Britain’s local governor, William Berkeley.  
History provides different accounts, but basically, Bacon, far from perfect, was 
successful at organizing and leading poor whites, poor blacks, slaves and indentured 
servants to come together, demanding the ability to purchase and farm their own land.   
 
Back then, the unfortunate outcome was that the elite British system in power 
recognized the danger they faced by having the masses join forces.  In an attempt to 
break this powerful rebellion, Britain’s wealthy land owners began writing laws to divide 
the blacks and whites, giving poor whites more entitlements and decreasing the status 
of black skinned people.  Slavery had never been about “race” in previous history.  
Race as a concept didn’t exist.  It was invented to divide people and to later allow 
whites seeking democracy and freedom a means to morally justify enslaving other 
people.   
 
Our contemporary evil of extreme disparity between rich and poor and people of 
different skin tones remains securely in place as long as people are divided…fighting 
each other from different sides of the narrow line.  The extreme wealthy powerful elite 
rule, and even open-minded pasty folks are a bit fearful of losing all the goodies white 
privilege provides. 
   
John the Witness cried out in his day that a Savior was coming, in fact already among 
us.  A Savior to bring hope to the masses and the oppressed.  A Savior who would also 
be a prophet and a rebel warning the wealthy about their blinders.  This Savior would be 
killed by the elite, witnessing for those not in power.  We celebrate his birth next week in 
all of our churches.   
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Let us seek to see his non-white face and join in love and solidarity to learn what it 
means to be white or shades of color, what it means to be Jo or Keith, so that we may 
follow Jesus’ lead in dismantling injustice and setting people free. 
 
Will you walk with us, me, Jo, Keith?  Will you help us make the path?  Can I get a 
witness?  Amen. 
 

 


