
PAUL BERRY, 1/29/17: “OUR TESTIMONIES” 
 
 

Do you remember how Kathy just finished? Would you follow a teacher if those were the first 

words you heard her say? The Sermon on the Mount is the first extended speech that Jesus makes in 

Matthew’s Gospel, and the passage Kathy read presents its first ten verses, which you can read again 

yourselves in your bulletin at the top of page 7. The passage begins by lifting up and honoring general 

character traits, traits that any member of a group might perceive herself as sharing on any given day, 

depending on personal circumstances. I’m not feeling particularly meek this morning, as you’ll see in a 

bit, and no one who’s sat on a committee with me or in the tenor section of the choir would call me a 

peacemaker, but I’ve definitely been feeling demoralized lately, so I can appreciate Jesus’s shout-out to 

the poor in spirit, and I’m willing to grant the pure in heart, whoever they are, an exclusive, face-to-

face meeting with God as long as I can settle for being comforted when I’m sad. So far, so good. 

Something for everyone, just like every first sermon should have. But then the traits become more 

specific, more challenging, more uncomfortable: “Blessed are those who are persecuted for 

righteousness sake.” Try holding that one at arm’s length: “Oh, we’ve all been there.” Really? All of 

us, in equal measure? Persecuted for righteousness sake? How often have I retreated from 

righteousness for the sake of avoiding persecution, or social awkwardness, or just inconvenience? How 

often have you? At this point it’s becoming harder to claim the mantle of blessing without also noticing 

where we’ve fallen short, and harder to maintain the comfortable fiction that we can ignore the 

implications of blessings that we’d rather didn’t apply to us.  

Having unsettled his listeners enough to get their full attention, Jesus turns from “them” to 

“you.” It’s easy to picture him suddenly leveling his head and fixing a gaze on each of us, in turn, to 

deliver his last, and longest, blessing, a blessing that sounds, in part, almost like a curse: “Blessed are 

you when people revile you and persecute you and utter all kinds of evil against you falsely on my 

account. Rejoice and be glad, for your reward is great in heaven, for in the same way they persecuted 

the prophets who were before you.” How strangely violent. At this point in Matthew’s gospel, Jesus 

hasn’t made any enemies yet, at least not that I can find. No one is persecuting his followers, who, after 

all, just joined him a few verses ago. Maybe that’s why, for many commentators, this final blessing 

officially doesn’t count as one of Jesus’s beatitudes, but is demoted, dismissed really, as an elaboration 

on the more general “Blessed are those who are persecuted for righteousness sake.” Not for me, 

though, not today, and not, I think, for the first readers of Matthew’s Gospel either. No. I think this last 

verse was, and is, the keystone. It’s one thing to ennoble the scars of the downtrodden and to extol the 

virtues of the good, but quite another to compare them to the prophets. You are not simply valued 

members of a community, Jesus says. You are like Micah, who put a nation on trial and called as a 

witness YAHWEH, the Lord God herself. You are like Jeremiah, who sang the heart’s lament of a 

people in exile; like Isaiah, who beat a straight path toward a true home. You are like Miriam, whose 

song sealed victory over slavery; like Elijah, whose speech blazed like fire. Jesus’s comparison 

conjures up the vindicated, God-spoken men and women whose words and deeds his listeners would 

have heard about each week in readings from the Torah, and recasts those words and deeds as models 

for action in the here and now, a confident drumbeat from the past for the wavering spirits of the 

present.  
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This final blessing, then, is the blessing of courage through shared memory. In other words, it 

is the blessing of testimony. And it is the blessing that speaks to me, that I need most in my here and 

now, because I am afraid.   I am afraid.   I am afraid.   For weeks now my mind has been racing, 

churning through dark fantasies and half-formed hypotheticals. “What if the children of refugees are 

turned away? What if immigrants are hounded out? What if generations of fragile progress in our long 

racist history are drowned in lies and vicious rhetoric?” I typed those three questions on Friday 

afternoon. By Saturday morning two of them were no longer hypothetical, and today they may have 

become partly hypothetical again. I have no idea if all of my students will be back in class on Tuesday 

or if some are stranded, without cause and without legal recourse, at the border of my own country. I 

can’t keep up. Can you? You may not share my particular fears, but surely you, too, feel a rising sense 

of vertigo as every day seems to reveal new tears in a social fabric already unraveling.  

And just when I, at least, would like my church to be at its most stable, reassuring, a fixed point 

of peace and beauty amid all this change, a place to stand still, breathe deep, and get my bearings, our 

congregation is in the midst of profound changes of its own. There is great excitement in the New 

Church project with United Church on the Green, expanded possibilities for mission and impact in our 

city, but there is also loss and fear among this congregation, and these emotions, often unstated, have 

been at the core of the project from the beginning. The Council first embarked on discussions with 

United and other UCC churches in New Haven not to begin a grand spiritual venture but for the same 

mundane reason we considered renting out the parish house: to figure out how to save Redeemer from 

financial collapse. Wonderful new connections and transformative ideas have emerged over the past 

two years through the intense, committed efforts of many in both churches, but the demographic and 

fiscal challenges that have reduced our membership, depleted our endowment, and made our buildings 

so difficult to maintain have not gone away. In this community of faith as well as in the broader 

landscape around us, change is inevitable and swift. Within a handful of months, regardless of how the 

New Church project unfolds, Shelly will have left our pulpit, and if this church is still an independent 

entity, we will not be able to pay for the staff, the music, and the other programs we have now. It is 

inspiring to me that so many of you have thrown yourselves into the shaping of a better future, but I 

confess to you that I fear for that future, just as I mourn for a past that cannot return. I imagine some of 

you feel the same, at least some of the time, and so, having lifted up our fears for our nation and for our 

church, I want to consider what Jesus’s blessing of courage might offer us, and to suggest one way in 

which we might make that blessing our own.  

To do this I’ll revert to my day job as a historian of music and literature, and ask a historical 

and literary question: why did Matthew put this blessing last, giving it pride of place as the culmination 

of the beatitudes? Maybe Jesus actually presented his own series of blessings in one sitting and ended 

the list with this one, but if he did, Matthew was not there to hear it. The picture on the front of your 

bulletin is an image of the three remaining fragments of the earliest surviving copy of Matthew’s 

Gospel, called the Magdalen Papyrus. These three tiny bits are all we’ve got, and reputable scholars 

date them to around the year 200 at the earliest, six generations after Jesus delivered the Sermon on the 

Mount. Based on how Matthew frames his narrative, the consensus is that his gospel was probably first 

written down little more than a century earlier, still several decades removed from Jesus’s earthly 

ministry. Matthew drew on several sources in compiling his gospel: the Gospel of Mark, already in 
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circulation, provided the basic outlines of Jesus’s life, but most of his sayings, including the beatitudes, 

seem to have come from a combined oral and written tradition of which no physical record survives 

today. In other words, Matthew either spoke with people who carried treasured memories of Jesus’s 

voice, or read collections of Jesus’s teachings that a precious few literate witnesses had written down. 

Probably some of both. These testimonies were his source material. 

Unlike some of the other Gospel writers, Matthew was an observant Jew who seems to have 

assumed that his gospel would circulate primarily within Jewish communities. And while he was 

writing, those communities were reeling from a series of calamitous changes, both political and 

religious. After a failed rebellion against the Roman Empire, Jerusalem had been sacked in 70 A.D., 

the Second Temple destroyed and looted, the established religious traditions shattered, many beyond 

repair. “Blessed are you when people revile you and persecute you … Your reward is great in heaven, 

for in the same way they persecuted the prophets who were before you.” As Matthew compiled his 

account of Jesus’s sayings, this one must have leapt out at him from among his sources, for it not only 

spoke to the current condition of his audience but also provided, through the remembered lives of the 

prophets, the fortitude to retain one’s mission and sense of self-worth in a world turned upside down. 

Hence this violent blessing’s commanding position at the end of the beatitudes, and, hence, its unique 

capacity to speak to us, to help us counteract our fears, today, in a moment not entirely dissimilar from 

Matthew’s own.  

For Matthew, though, the practice of testimony was an ongoing process. His intended readers, 

and the many illiterate listeners to whom they read aloud, received the words of the Gospel as though 

from friends they knew, from elders they had already met. “Were you there?” “No, but she was.” 

“Well, have her tell us about it.” Indeed, some of them surely recognized fragments of their own stories 

coming back to them in the new context of Matthew’s narrative. How might we do the same? How 

might we experience the blessing of courage in this time and place? By starting where I’ve asked the 

children to begin. By creating our own testimonies. By reminding one another, with pen and tablet and 

voice, how the people of this church, those present today and those no longer here, have taught us, 

have changed us, have brought us to the present moment.  

I think of the folks who have stood up there in the lectern and testified over the years: of 

Greta’s grace and miraculous humor at John’s memorial service; of Alan staring down the barrel of a 

gun at a dark gas station and finding a way to pray; of Beth and Roz and Anne and so many others on 

stewardship Sundays. Their voices are with me as I stand here now. All of your voices are with me 

now. I think of the preaching I’ve heard from this pulpit: of Lillian kicking all the kids out of church so 

she could wrestle with Sodom and Gomorrah and ask us how on earth anyone could read that story as a 

simple indictment of homosexuality; of Shelly making Paul’s spirit of adoption a living, breathing 

spirit by laying bare the pain of her own infertility and the fierceness of her gratitude for her children; 

of Kevin Ewing, on April 19, 2015, reading today’s passage from Micah and calling God to witness 

Redeemer’s polite complacency in the wake of the murders of Trayvon Martin, Michael Brown, and 

Eric Garner. Were you there? Do you remember? I sure do. I graduated in the year 2000 from a part of 

Yale that is still called Calhoun College, and it took a series of moments in this church to wake me up 

to how repulsive that is and how my claim to an American birthright rests on the bared backs of 

enslaved human beings. 



 4 

 I think of scriptures I’ve heard read, and the voices I’ve heard read them: Kathy, Marilyn, 

Tom, Babz, Carolyn, Bob, Ruth, with all their elegance and power; Victor quoting Isaiah from 

memory; Caleb reading from the psalms at his father’s installation as a federal judge and shaking my 

knee-jerk opposition to religion in the public sphere; Brian Robinson, reading from Luke’s version of 

the beatitudes last fall as if his life, and ours, depended on it. Were you there? Do you remember? I do. 

I would never have interpreted Matthew’s gospel the way I’ve tried to today without first hearing 

Brian. And of course, wearing these robes, I hear music: Howard and Julia on an Easter morning, 

making resurrection sound plausible despite all my doubts; Platt Brightwell, unable sometimes to speak 

to anyone but himself, but on pitch and on cue with vigor to the glory of God; three generations of boy-

choir kids, from Jaron, to James, David, Ethan, Collin, and Luke, to Ben, Gregory, Simon, Khalil, and 

August, who have all been my teachers in humility and plain speaking; and Maggie, without whom I 

wouldn’t have set foot in this church, or kept singing in worship at all, or met Holly, or found the 

family and the life I now call mine and for which I am so very grateful. That’s my testimony, at least 

for today. I am afraid.   I am afraid.   I am afraid, but there are prophets here before me. I am afraid, but 

that part of me that is not fear is filled with all of you, which I think is what it means to be in the body 

of Christ.  

What’s your testimony? Will you call your own fear to mind and name it and consider what 

equipment the rest of us have helped you find to face it? Will you write it down or speak of it? Will 

you share it soon, somehow, with some of us, with all of us? I hope you will. What I didn’t tell the kids 

a few minutes ago is that my mother never read the story of my grandfather’s life until after he was 

gone, and much of what was in it he had never told her at all. Left unexpressed, his fears still shaped 

her life, but she had no idea how he had surmounted them or that, in fact, she had helped him to do so. 

She and I agree that she would be a different person, and, through her, I would be a different person, if 

he had invited her to share his testimony, however difficult it might have been for them both. This is 

what I’m asking you to do. Today we face change and threat and loss, at the Church of the Redeemer 

and wherever we go. But Jesus has given us the blessing of courage embodied in one another, if we are 

willing to share it.   Thanks be to God.   

 

 

 


