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“Going Public”
Jeremiah 20:7-13; Matthew 10:27-33 June 22, 2014

More than twenty years ago, Hurricane Hugo hit the 
South Carolina coast, demolishing homes, flooding 
streets and destroying forests.  The small fishing village of 
McClellenville took the worst of the storm.  It was a sleepy 
town where folks made their living shrimping, fishing, and 
harvesting oysters.  When Hugo hit, many people took 
shelter in the local school only to experience the terror of 
rising waters flooding the school cafeteria.  Children were 
saved by placing them above the suspended ceiling.  When 
the storm was over, shrimp boats sat in front yards, churches 
were flooded and homes were destroyed.  Mud, muck, 
debris, dead fish and snakes had invaded every building.   
The storm had snapped the strength of the town.  Teams 
of Mennonites came to the aid of the town.  With quiet 
determination, they worked month after month, cleaning, 
repairing, and rebuilding the town.  They came with hidden 
strength.  Over time, it became obvious to all that their 
strength came from their faith in God. 

Jesus speaks to us about the strength he gives to overcome 
our fears.  Jesus speaks these words to the disciples as he 
sends them out to be his witnesses.  They are about to go 
public with their faith.  Three times, Jesus tells them and us 
not to fear those people and situations that would keep us 
from fulfilling our calling to share the gospel.  

There is a hidden strength in knowing that God will 
prevail.  Jesus makes the contrast between the way things 
are in the present time and the way things will be after the 
resurrection.  Now things are hidden, but then they will 
be known; now the darkness covers the creation, but then 
the light of truth will shine; now the gospel is whispered, 
but then it will be shouted from the rooftops.  As people of 
faith who live after the resurrection, we know the truth is 
no longer hidden, the darkness is dispelled and the whispers 
have become shouts of victory.  The world does not yet know 
and believe what we know to be true – Jesus is Lord. 

How easy it is to hide the truth because it demands too 
much, to let the shadows fall and live in the darkness, and 
to mumble when a clearly spoken word makes us uneasy. 
When Bunny and I began our ministry 35 years ago in a 
rural community in Eastern North Carolina, we wanted to 

get to know the people and the community.  It was a farming 
community with two name brand pickle factories, some 
light industry and a few other businesses.  Life revolved 
around the church, the hardware store, the schools and the 
softball fields.  Not long after we arrived, we went shopping 
in the nearby small town.  As we were checking out of the 
Five and Ten Cent Store, we were behind a migrant family 
that did not speak much English.  They were struggling to 
get the right change to pay the bill.  When they left, the clerk 
made one of the worst racial slurs we had ever heard.  We 
were stunned.  I don’t think she knew that we were the new 
preachers in the community or if that would have made any 
difference.  But I knew who we were; I knew the vows we 
had taken to speak the gospel of justice.  I was so stunned 
that I said nothing.  When we left the store, a part of us 
wanted to go back in, speak to the clerk and manager and 
set things right.  The moment had passed.  If we had voiced 
our indignation and protested her words, what kind of 
beginning would our ministry have had?  Jesus said, “Do not 
fear those who kill the body but cannot kill the soul; rather 
fear him who can destroy both soul and body in hell.”  Fear I 
did.  Was I afraid that it would have made a hard beginning 
for us?  Was I afraid that God and the gospel truth would 
not prevail?  I have lived with the painful memory of that 
moment all these years. 

This loss of nerve – this betrayal of the gospel - comes 
along with a loss of an eternal perspective.  We measure the 
value of our lives with a short ruler that can only determine 
the worth of things in light of this visible world, the opinions 
of others and the ticking of the clock.  God wants us to see 
the value of our lives in the light of eternity, in the message 
of Jesus and in goals of the kingdom.  Are we living for God 
or for something else?  

When God called the prophet Jeremiah to preach 
judgment to the Judean nation and King, Jeremiah met 
with great resistance.  It was a hard time.  The nation faced 
a powerful enemy.  Jeremiah told them that they would go 
into exile.  They put Jeremiah in stocks; they threw him in a 
pit; they tried to silence him.  Even his friends began to talk 
badly about him and ridicule him. 
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He had thought that being a prophet was a great thing 
and people would respond gladly to his word; now he felt 
that God had deceived him.  When the pressure became too 
great and Jeremiah silenced his prophetic voice, the word 
of God became a burning fire within him.  Jeremiah said, 
“For the word of the Lord has become for me a reproach 
and derision all day long.  If I say, ‘I will not mention him, 
or speak any more in his name’, then within me there is 
something like a burning fire shut up in my bones; I am 
weary with holding it in, and I cannot.” ( Jeremiah 20:8,9)

The gospel will come to the light; the truth will be 
spoken; the holy word will accomplish what God intends. 
When we hear, believe and trust the words of Jesus we can 
be faithful to our calling no matter what stands in the way.

The Harvard psychiatrist, Dr. Robert Coles, has studied 
the social, moral and spiritual lives of people with a special 
interest in children.  In an address he gave at Agnes Scott 
College, Dr. Coles told of his experience in 1961 with six 
year old Ruby Bridges, the first black child to integrate a 
formerly all white school in New Orleans.  We are familiar 
with the story of how she, under the protection of federal 
marshals, had to pass each day through an angry mob. 
Ruby’s teacher, Ms. Barbara Henry, reported to Dr. Coles 
that Ruby was cheerful and eager to learn.  Her parents said 
that she slept well and ate well.  Dr. Coles replied that she is 
mustering her strength to deal with the trouble by denying 
it.  He continued that it will eventually wear thin and she 
will be in trouble.  The teacher responded: “You mean that 
because Ruby is doing well, she is in trouble; when she 
starts to have trouble, it will mean she is better.”  The doctor 
replied that was right.  How wrong he was.  Ms. Henry saw 
Ruby open and close her mouth as she passed through the 
mob.  She asked Ruby to whom she was talking.  Ruby said 
that she was praying for them because they needed prayer 
for them.  She prayed: Please God, try to forgive these 
people because they don’t know what they are doing.  God 
had given her a hidden strength that allowed her to go 
public with her faith. 

When we go public with our faith, Jesus wants us to 
know that our lives are held in God’s care and keeping. Jesus 
says, “Are not two sparrows sold for a penny?  Yet not one 
of them will fall to the ground unperceived by your Father. 
And even the hairs of your head are all counted.  So do 
not be afraid; you are of more value than many sparrows” 
(Matt. 10:29-31).  As we sang in our opening hymn, the 
Lord has laid a firm foundation for us in the God’s word.  
The hymn continues:

“The soul that on Jesus hath leaned for repose

I will not, I cannot, desert to his foes;
That soul, though all hell should endeavor to shake,
I’ll never, no, never, no, never forsake.” 

In these days, we are called to be bold witnesses for 
Christ – to rebuild lives that have been broken, worn down 
and even destroyed; to love in the face of suspicion, anger 
and hate; to give generously to those in need when we live 
in a society consumed with greed and hording; to forgive 
when we are tempted to hold grudges, aggravate wounds 
and seek revenge; and to welcome the broken-hearted, the 
lonely, the sick, and the outcasts. 

This morning we are ordaining and installing a new class 
of elders.  God has entrusted the spiritual government of 
the church to the care of these elders on Session.  May we 
join them in being bold witnesses, in casting aside our fear, 
in going public with our faith by what we say and what we 
do. 

I suspect there is something on fire deep down inside 
each one of us: something that is hidden that needs to be 
revealed; something that lies in the darkness that is pushing 
its way to the light; something that is whispered that we 
long to shout from the rooftops.  God has given each one 
of us a word to speak, a life to live and a job to do.  Like 
the disciples who traveled the Mediterranean world to 
proclaim the gospel of Jesus, like Jeremiah who prophesied 
no matter what the cost, like the Mennonites who restored a 
community, like Ruby Bridges who prayed for her enemies, 
now is the time for us to go public with our faith.


