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Tell It Like It is 
 
Let us pray... 
 
My parents have dark hair and brown eyes.  I didn’t inherit my hazel eyes from them, 
nor my blond – okay, it’s really brown – hair.  Which makes sense, as many of you 
know, since I was adopted by them at six weeks of age.  I’ve never met the people from 
whom I inherited my height or abnormally large hands.  Perhaps it’s because my mom 
and dad couldn’t pass down genetic material that they spent so much time passing 
down something else, namely the stories of our family.  At the dinner table, we loved to 
hear about the day my mother told her mother that four years had passed, apparently 
there wouldn’t be another baby to adopt – and then that very afternoon the adoption 
agency called to see if we wanted to add my sister to our family.  We NEVER tired of 
hearing about my father’s childhood pet duck, Oscar; after Oscar died and was buried in 
the back yard, my father kept digging him up to show his friends…  At family gatherings 
we discovered that our cousins didn’t know the story of our paternal grandmother, 
struggling to raise four boys while her husband was away with the merchant marines, 
and how she chased them in circles around the house with a baseball bat, the boys 
laughing and staying always out of reach.  And none of my maternal cousins had heard 
the story of my eight year old uncle climbing out of the cab of the truck on the family 
farm, while his father was tossing hay off he back.  He told my mother, his big sister by 
one year, that he was going to start “just a little fire” at the bottom of the hay pile.  The 
story was funny because we already knew that nobody got hurt. 
 
Maybe my parents would have told us these stories over and over even if we were their 
biological children.  But as adopted children, our ownership of these stories helped give 
us strong and deep bonds to our extended families.  You hear it over and over:  “blood 
is thicker than water”.  But I think story is thicker still. 
 
The telling of stories is an ancient practice.  It is hypothesized that drawings on cave 
walls might have been visual prompts to help a storyteller remember the parts and order 
of a story.  Experts say every culture has used stories for entertainment, education, 
cultural preservation, and in order to instill moral values.  Author Reynolds Price 
declared that the need to tell and hear stories is essential to Homo sapiens, the most 
important thing after nourishment and before love and shelter.  Stories help us organize 
our world and make meaning and reveal what matters to us.  That’s why the Greeks 
created myths to explain the seasons, why we keep telling the story of “the midnight ride 
of Paul Revere”, why a big part of Alcoholics Anonymous meetings is spent with people 
sharing their stories, and why children want to describe to us the intricate details of 
exactly how they lost their tooth. 
 
This morning, we’re reflecting on the spiritual practice of testimony.  This is storytelling 
of a personal sort, wherein we speak the truth about what we have experienced and 
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seen, and offer it to a community for the blessing of all.  As you may recall, this Lenten 
season we’re reflecting on spiritual practices:  behaviors, attitudes or actions that help 
us move closer to God, create beloved community with one another, and grow toward 
becoming the person God created us to be.  These practices tend to be relatively 
simple, but invite us to stretch ourselves and risk in specific ways - like chatting with 
someone you don’t know in coffee hour, or deciding to focus on what you do have 
rather than what you lack.   
 
Today’s practice, testimony, might be less familiar than the practices of hospitality and 
gratitude we’ve discussed thus far.  Testimony sounds like a scene from a movie, where 
there is an old-fashioned tent revival, with people telling stories about how God saved 
them, and the crowd responding with “Amens!” and “Alleluias!”.  That is testimony, for 
sure, and you are more than welcome to shout “Alleluia!” or “Amen!” during today’s - or 
any Sunday’s - worship.  But the practice of testimony doesn’t require evangelical fervor 
or an extroverted personality.  The story can be told in a whisper, to an audience of one. 
 
So, what is testimony?  Well, in a court of law, a witness gives testimony, telling the 
truth, the best they know it, so that something can be learned.  As a spiritual practice, 
it’s the same thing:  we tell the truth, the best we know it, to people who might be helped 
by hearing it.  There is a lot of chatter in the world today, a lot of noise, a lot of people 
telling us how bad everything is, a lot of people trying to sell us something, a lot of 
people saying what they think they should say or what they are forced to say or what 
will make them look good.  Testimony, on the other hand, lifts up good news.  It speaks 
the truth, even when the truth is unpopular or dangerous or casts us in an unflattering 
light.  And it’s the truth of us, of ordinary people, not talking heads, political pundits, 
televangelists, or so-called experts.  In fact, testimony often comes from the margins, 
the people pushed to the edge of society by virtue of race or language or gender or 
sexuality or socio-economic status.  Testimony can’t be owned by the powers-that-be 
who hold the center, it belongs equally to those at the edge. 
 
Testimony is about relationship - it requires not just a speaker, but also a listener.  This 
is a spiritual practice that cannot be done alone, it requires the Other.  In the process, 
testimony binds us to each other, as we reveal and receive each other’s truths.  That 
means it requires a bit of vulnerability, me sharing a precious part of myself with you.  
And as a spiritual practice, it’s not just our human audience who hears our story; God is 
also listening.  With our testimony we are also speaking to the Divine Presence, sharing 
our truth with God. 
 
But what’s the content of testimony, what’s the story?  Again, it’s easy to associate 
testimony with fire-and-brimstone preaching, wherein someone proclaims how they 
went off the straight-and-narrow path, were in great risk of hellfire and damnation, but 
God pulled their sorry souls back into line.  And those stories are certainly testimony, 
but they just might not be the truth for most of us.  Or it’s easy to assume testimony 
stories are dramatic stories, the life-changing epiphany that led you to quit your job or 
the miraculous recovery from a terrible illness.  And those stories are certainly 
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testimony, but so is what I shared with the kids about the bread from my childhood 
coffee hours. 
As it happens, we have a few practices of testimony here at UCCB already.   For the 
last few years, our “Generosity Season” has included some pretty powerful testimony.  
For example, last year Anne Spalding shared how knitting prayer shawls has connected 
her and the Prayerful Handworks team with people in our community and around the 
globe.  In the face of illness or loss we want to make things better, including things 
beyond our reach.  But woven prayers provide a tangible and visual sign of our love.  
This year our speakers included Jennifer Royce, who shared how her experience in 
Alcoholics Anonymous shapes both her faith and her commitment to generosity.  As 
someone who has experienced the power of testimony in AA meetings, Jennifer knew 
that sharing her story would bless her as well as us. 
 
But at UCCB we don’t have to wait until Generosity Season to hear testimony.  Every 
week, in worship, we share our joys and our concerns as a community of faith.  Often 
times the joys shared - and many of the concerns - fall into the category of testimony.  
Last week Jane Shurtleff told us how she and David had suffered a terrible bout of the 
flu.  But Kate Smyers, from Called to Care, had called to check on them and left soup at 
the door.  By last Sunday the Shurtleffs were celebrating their renewed health and the 
healing compassion they’d received from Kate.  That was testimony.  During Concerns 
last week, Art Boyd updated us on his sister, Karen, who is undergoing difficult 
treatment for a very rare cancer.  Her situation is very serious, the outcome not at all 
clear.  But Art also lifted up the amazing medical staff fighting to help Karen, and the 
prayer shawl this congregation sent her that she wraps herself up in whenever she’s at 
home.  That was testimony.  And the week before, Ron Vogel stood up during prayer 
time and talked about his experience with City Reach, when he chaperoned our young 
people as they learned about homelessness and ministered to unhoused folks in an 
overnight retreat.  Ron said he’d seen how close any of us could be to that situation, 
and he was amazed at the hard work of people trying to get back into safe and 
affordable housing.  That was testimony. 
 
So to give testimony is to tell the stories of our lives, the truths that we have 
experienced.  But not just as a funny vignette, although funny is good.  And not just the 
most urgent prayer concern of the moment, although those are good as well.  With 
testimony we are mining our stories for meaning, listening to ourselves and each other 
describe how we see and experience the world.  Usually testimonies are blessing 
stories.  They might start out dark and difficult, but there is a turn, a light at the end of 
the tunnel, a word of hope, a glimpse of the promised land.  Whining - however 
therapeutic - isn’t testimony.  Neither is a theological lecture, however interesting.  As a 
spiritual practice, testimony means telling our stories with a sense that God is at work 
within our story, and lifting up those places where hope and love abide.  It’s not about 
showing how good or smart or spiritual we are - nor how screwed up we are.  It’s not 
about how we’ve messed up, nor how we’ve got it all worked out and are living happily 
ever after.  Testimony reflects our broken, seeking, erratic selves - and recognizes that 
we are beloved children of God. 
 



 

4 

But why, why should we practice testimony?  I promised you, these last few weeks, that 
these spiritual practices had real life benefits.  What real life benefits does testimony 
provide, besides giving a theme for Generosity Season?  I mean, we know stories teach 
and pass down wisdom, so we need somebody to tell stories, but why should you, in 
particular, share your stories?  One writer says that testimony keeps truth alive and 
helps it to grow.  Testimony reminds those who listen that God’s love helps us in times 
of difficulty, that people can change, that love is stronger than death.  Each of us has a 
unique glimpse of those truths, so if our stories are missing, so is that view of the whole, 
like a key piece missing from a mosaic.   
 
But all that is about how your testimony helps others.  How does it help you?  
Remember I said that humans are meaning-making creatures, and stories help us figure 
out the significance of our life experiences.  Have you ever had a problem at work or 
with a family member, and you finally sit down to talk it out with a friend or co-worker or 
therapist...  And as you finish describing the situation out loud, finish telling the story, 
before your sounding board has said a word, the situation is already clearer to you, you 
feel better, and you have your next course of action?  There is something about telling 
our stories that helps us put things in order, something about the words coming out of 
our mouths or onto the page that helps pull back a curtain to reveal what’s really going 
on.  Simply telling something can make us feel better, or help us understand. 
And remember, testimony invites us to tell our stories in a way that shows where we 
have seen God in our experience.  So we can tell the story of a car accident, where the 
other driver wasn’t paying attention and now our neck hurts and we’re going to spend 
days dealing with insurance...  Or we can give testimony about a car accident:  yes our 
neck hurts and the insurance will be a pain, but let’s celebrate air bags that held us like 
the hand of God and compassionate fire fighters who were God’s face and voice in a 
scary time.  Both stories are true.  But one story mires us in a world where everything 
goes wrong and a gray cloud hangs over us.  The other puts us in the midst of a world 
full of comfort and hope.  Which world do you want to live in?  You can choose your 
world, based on how you tell the story.  
 
Now, I hope it’s clear that every story isn’t all Pollyanna-happy-ending.  Maybe you don’t 
see any of God’s fingerprints on your story, have no idea what meaning to make out of 
the loss and grief you’re dealing with.  Don’t keep those stories to yourself.  Let’s share 
them, let’s pray over them, let’s hold them together.  Maybe the testimony part of your 
story hasn’t revealed itself yet, but you can still share it with me, with us, and we can be 
with you as the story unfolds. 
 
Because God is in your story.  As one writer put it, “God is constantly at work in each 
person’s story to realize God’s dream” (Know Your Story and Lead With It).  God – 
Ruah, the Life Force, Jesus, whatever term you use – is not an external force that 
controls our story, or an irrelevant deity that ignores our story.  God is at work in our 
story, helping us to open our hearts and craft a story that blesses the world, that adds to 
the testimony of the Beloved Community. 
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The world needs your testimony.  In this morning’s scripture passage, Jesus has died.  
His followers are all together, trying to figure out if they are going to give up or go on.  
And suddenly there is noise like wind and tongues like fire.  And, scripture says, they 
were “filled with the Holy Spirit”.  They started to speak in languages they didn’t even 
know - but the people in the crowd did.  It’s like the disciples only knew English, but they 
started speaking in French and Spanish and Mandarin and Hindi - all at once, all saying 
the same thing, all talking about the events of Jesus’ ministry.  So now all the foreign 
travelers heard the stories too, now they all knew the good news of Jesus’ ministry to 
the outcaste and the widow and the poor.  For me this scripture passage is a reminder 
of the beautiful variety of ways to know, describe, and experience God.  There are so 
many ways of telling the same story, so many ways needed in order for everybody to 
hear and learn and be blessed.  You and I might both find God in music, but I’ll tell 
about singing with a congregation and feeling the Spirit binding us together, and you’ll 
tell about playing the guitar by yourself and sensing God’s Spirit in the vibrating strings, 
and your story will bless some people and mine will bless others.  We need them both, 
we need them all. 
 
A few months ago, we had one of our Congregational Vitality trainings after worship, 
and people came to learn about how to make folks feel more welcome at the church.  A 
few people asked about inviting new people to church - they weren’t sure how to do 
that.  They requested help coming up with a little speech they could give to “tell” people 
why they should come to UCCB.  But as I see it we don’t need a sales pitch for the 
church; instead we need testimony.  We don’t need a list of characteristics to recite to a 
potential newcomer:  warm congregation, lively worship, great food.  What we need is 
our testimony, our personal story of what this congregation has meant to us and how it 
has touched our lives and given us an opportunity to grow in our faith and live that faith 
in the world.  A list is cold and dry - a story is alive. 
 
So what’s your testimony?  What’s your story about God working in the world, in your 
life?  Before you say “I do not have any testimony”, remember that this Lent we are 
talking about spiritual practices.  “Practices” because they are actions and attitudes we 
are invited to try again and again.  I believe you do have a testimony.  If you have ever 
shared a joy or a concern in this place - or just thought about sharing a joy or concern - 
you have a testimony.  If your breath has been taken away by the smell of spring air, 
you have a testimony.  If you’ve been to a funeral grateful for the life of the person being 
remembered, you have a testimony.  If a friend called and asked you out to lunch at just 
the right moment, or you gave money to help someone you’ll never met and felt richer 
as a result, or you decided to try praying and actually felt lighter afterwards you have a 
testimony.  You have a testimony.  And I can’t wait to hear it.  Amen. 
 
 


