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You Are Witnesses 

7 Easter C, 5/29/22 

Ironically, or perhaps tragically, I wrote the title of this sermon just as a young man 

was shooting 19 children and 2 teachers to death in Texas. I was editing the bulletins 

and had just gotten the cover art right and had no idea that he had shot his 

grandmother not long before with a new gun he’d bought only last week, having 

just turned 18. He will not see 19, or 25. The children he killed will not see the 5th 

grade, the 12th grade, or even their graduation from 4th grade, which I think was to 

be this coming week. They may have been planning it just as I was checking to make 

sure that all our prayers were spelled correctly and the communion directives easy to 

understand while they did whatever one does in one’s last week of elementary school, 

except what they did was get gunned down where they sat or stood, or laughed, or 

whined about how they had to still be inside when it was so nice out, c’mon. When’s 

lunch? How long till recess? I don’t know. The teachers he killed were no doubt 

glad that summer break was nigh but wistful at having to say goodbye to another class 

full of learners, many of whom they’d known for years, I read. They had their whole 

lives ahead of them, or so they and we thought, after finally having got back to in-

class learning this year. (In-school learning makes a difference, though it can also get 

you killed.) They will not see another sunrise or another classroom, heaven having 

no need of these things and there is nowhere else they could be now. “You are 

witnesses” to these things, as I am, whether or not we want to be. This was not at all 

what I had in mind to say to you when I went looking for a catchy sermon title and 

found it in some words from Jesus’s own lips, in Luke, as I was taught to, just before 

he ascended to be where those teachers and children are now, along with all those 

slaughtered elsewhere this week, this month, or during my lifetime. I’m still here; 

they’re still gone. We may not know their names or their stories – though we do, 

now, as we know the names and stories of many of those murdered in Buffalo last 
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week or in Sandy Hook ten years ago, and in the thousands of mass shootings that 

have happened in this country since. We cannot escape the fact that we are witnesses 

to how much they didn’t want to die and that we still don’t, and to how much they 

should not have, not like this. Not like this. 

“You must go on. I can’t go on. I’ll go on,” wrote Samuel Beckett in his novel The 

Unnamable. I can’t think of anything better to say. In one of his plays, Beckett gives 

a character the stage direction, at an opportune moment, to “Wave arms in a gesture 

of helpless compassion.” I can’t think of anything better to do. Oh, we might all lean 

in and make the gun laws of this nation resemble those of Japan, Australia, the UK, 

or anywhere else where mass shootings are vanishingly rare, and that would be 

something. We might lean further in until our collective mores resemble those of the 

kingdom of heaven, or at least the Peaceable Kingdom, where the lion shall lie down 

with the lamb, and the child play unmolested over the adder’s den, and that would 

be something. Surely we can find a way to raise children in this land so that they do 

not become racists (whether they murder or not), victims of bullying and abuse 

(whether they murder or not), or their victims. We are witnesses to the fact that such 

is a land this land is not. Wouldn’t that be something if it were? 

One of the best reasons to try to make it so – an to go on at all – is that those who 

have been taken from us no longer can. We owe them our best, while it is still ours 

to give. Another reason is that those who would hurt their fellow human beings will 

not stop simply because we tire, grow weary, or despair. We might not be able to 

make things better, but we should at least be able to stop them from getting worse. 

All that’s required for evil to triumph is for the good to do nothing. Who said that? 

They were right – and we are witnesses to this also. We are still here, not as survivors 

who feel guilty for having survived but as those who have borne through a battle in 

which many gave their last full measure, not even aware until they did so that they 

would have to. Someone else decided that this was the day they were to die, and 
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someone other than us may decide that tomorrow it is ours. Until then, we fight, 

with the tools of facts and wisdom, honor and justice, love and compassion, 

persevering in resisting evil (as our baptismal covenant says), continuing the teaching 

of those who heard Jesus say – remember Jesus? This is a sermon about Jesus – “Love 

one another; that’s an order.” We promise in our baptismal covenant to obey that 

order, as we promise to break bread together and fall on our knees as one, respecting 

the dignity of every human being and seeing that others do so, too. 

As best I can figure, that’s the meaning for us today of the gospel of the Ascension. 

What else could it mean to make disciples of all the nations if not to enable and 

empower them hear the good news that we no longer have to live mired in sin, 

regret, inadequacy, loss, and fear. What else could it mean but that we must act in 

such a way that those who hear these words believe them? For people will not believe 

words simply because someone says them, no matter how many resurrections or 

ascensions the speakers claim to have been witness to. But if what we confess with 

our lips we actually show forth in our lives, there is a chance – a good chance.  

That reminds me of a point that I cannot make often enough or clearly enough. 

Evangelism, spreading the gospel, and making disciples does not mean trying to get 

people to accept certain doctrines, creeds, or belief statements as true. It does not 

mean getting people to join a church, or to fall on their knees and confess Jesus as 

their Lord and Savior. Doing these things can help, though often as not they do not, 

and certainly not by themselves. As the gospels themselves note, and for this reason, 

not all those who cry out “Lord, Lord!” will enter the kingdom of heaven. Who 

will? Those who do as that Lord commanded: who love one another as he loved us. 

If we run our churches well enough, people will want to join them because they see 

us embodying the love in how we treat one another and how we change the world. 

If falling on our knees helps, people we see it when we rise from those knees as better 

people. If our confessions matter, they will show how in how we live. Evangelism, 
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that is, is a way of life, not of words, as every apostle and follower of The Way back 

then wrote and said time and again. To evangelize – to spread the gospel – means 

dying to sin and to fear. It means entering into Jesus’s death and resurrection and 

accepting baptism both by water and the Spirit. It means not mouthing absurdities 

but creating resiliencies. It means living in witness to the hardest thing of all that we 

can say we believe in: that love triumphs, sacrificial love matters, death and hate and 

fear do not have the last word, and each of us has more to hope for than (as “The 

Gambler” has it) to die in our sleep after a day spent being wise and not hurting 

anyone. Those are good things, but they are not the last things, the final things – and 

we are witnesses to these things, just as they were who walked beside Jesus as he 

walked among them for the last time. 

To what else were the disciples witnesses, according to Jesus, as he did so? To his 

imminent leave-taking, to be sure – but whether in the stepping-over-the-threshold 

Byzantine form on the cover of the 8:00 bulletin or the getting-a-hand-up-off-the-

rock Carolingian style on the cover of the one for 10:30, we cannot be sure. (Suffice 

it to say that the earliest centuries don’t have Our Lord ascending as though filled 

with helium, making people wonder how many pounds of thrust it took him and his 

robes to reach escape velocity from this vale of sweat and tears.) Yet what is sure is 

that they are also witnesses that to fulfil the Scriptures, and for all this to work, the 

Messiah had to suffer, die, and then rise on the third day. Because he did so, they and 

we may, indeed must, preach “repentance and forgiveness of sins” to all the nations 

(Lk.24:46-48). By the time Luke writes the book of Acts, the disciples have witnessed 

how the power of the Spirit came upon the disciples at Pentecost to help them to do 

so. In the letter to the Ephesians, this Spirit is also known as “the spirit of wisdom 

and revelation” (Eph.1:17). Jesus’s disciples are witnesses to that, also.  

As we know, with great power comes great responsibility; it’s not all sweetness and 

light, unicorns and butterflies. A key part of knowing salvation is knowing when we 
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have been weak, wrong, hurtful, selfish, or cruel, and when we have failed. Another 

is allowing him to free us from their remembrance (which is grievous unto us) and 

their burden (which in intolerable). The latter is by far the harder to do. 

The week that was, and the day that will be tomorrow, are full of grievous 

remembrances and intolerable burdens. Wars, mass shootings – and any events in 

which people are by the wicked killed or by the coward left to die – bear witness to 

the price and persistence of human weakness, selfishness, and cruelty. So does 

continued inaction, or ineffective action, to prevent them. What do we owe those 

who have died that we might be free? What do we owe those who have died because 

we did not do enough to keep them alive? At the very least: to use that freedom to 

do what we ought to have done, and live lives that are worthy of their opportunities 

and mindful of their perils, while they are ours to live.  

I had thought to have us recite this morning the litany of the dead in war and of 

those made dead by murder, malfeasance, or callous stupidity, but found the list of 

names too lengthy to bear. To your private and family devotions I commend such 

recitations, that we may each remember the dead, and our dead, as best suits us, 

without being overwhelmed or descending into despair. They would not want that. 

May the dead, and our dead, rest in peace, and light perpetual shine upon them.  

We who remain after the last shot is fired, whether in malice or in tribute, must live 

into that pounding silence with dignity and grace, integrity and purpose, for our own 

sakes and for the sakes of those who no longer can. All I can say in closing is to 

change the words from Beckett, slightly: ‘We must go on. We can’t go on. We’ll go 

on.’ Amen. 

 


