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As this July 4th holiday weekend approached, I reminisced with a friend about the Guthrie Theater’s revival of the musical 1776. I recalled that it was a Westminster member who called me up one day in late June 2007 and asked if I would be interested in getting rush tickets to see the production. Arriving to the theater in the “rush” category left me little time to peruse the program before the show began, and so although I was, of course, familiar with the general gist of the story line, I had never seen the musical or the movie of the musical before. So it was to my surprise and delight to learn that, according to the musical 1776, the independence of the 13 original colonies is attributed squarely to a Presbyterian.
Imagine the dramatic scene: the delegates in Philadelphia are withering from heat and quelled in their enthusiasm as June 1776 draws to a close. Those pushing for what they refer to as “independency” have suffered a blow, as the delegates from New Jersey, some of whom were supporting the cause of independence, have failed to return to Philadelphia as the Continental Congress reconvenes. Without the New Jersey votes, independence is surely lost.
Then, in the Guthrie stage interpretation, a figure appears from underneath the audience, striding to the front of the stage. The moment I spied the figure’s black wide brim hat, a kind commonly worn by colonial era clergy, I could hardly contain my delight. I think I actually shifted to the edge of my seat and in the most enthusiastic whisper I could muster, said to the Westminster member sitting next to me: “The Presbyterian has arrived!”
I think she was a bit embarrassed by my child-like squirming. Even so, I might have been unduly enthusiastic, but I was right: the wide brimmed hat donned the head of one John Witherspoon himself. The Presbyterian minister and president of the College of New Jersey, later renamed Princeton University, was the new and lone delegate from New Jersey. His one vote was all that the independency movement needed. That’s right: the heat may have stifled the delegates, and fear may have put them at a stalemate, but it was all thawed by a member of the frozen chosen!
This moment in the musical may help the ego of those of us in the Presbyterian Church, but it is not the most historically accurate moment in the musical. The delegate from New Jersey who John Witherspoon supposedly had to replace was a man named Caesar Rodney, who is depicted in the play as being gravely ill from skin cancer. Rodney did, in fact, suffer from skin cancer, but was a 47 year old man in 1776 and still well enough to be a part of the Congress for several years to come.
 What does hold true is that Witherspoon was the only clergyman to sign the Declaration of Independence and that he was Presbyterian is in keeping with the long tradition of Presbyterians being actively engaged in civic life, and in doing so not always be on the side of what is popular, safe, or convenient.
As the United States has become the preeminent political and economic power in the world in the past 50 years, it is easy to forget just how radical and dangerous many considered the ideas of the men in the Continental Congress to be. Had we been alive at that pivotal moment in history, we would not have all agreed on independency. Historians Jack Greene and Jack Poole have estimated that approximately 40 some percent of the colonists actively supported the rebellion while 15-20% of the population remained loyal to the British Crown. The remaining one third to one half attempted to remain neutral. These numbers reflect the conflicted sentiments of modern debates about such issues as abortion and the death penalty.

The apostles might be called the “founding fathers” of the Christian faith and something that the American colonists shared with the apostles was a reputation as rabble rousers and treasonous. Bible scholar Paul Walaskay called the arrest of the apostles, as told in this morning’s reading in the fifth chapter of Acts, “the first clear-cut case of Christian civil disobedience.”
 This wasn’t the first time the apostles were in trouble, of course. As soon as they left their fishing boats or tax collection tables to follow Jesus, they figured out fast that hanging around with him was a recipe for trouble. It was civil disobedience this time because the apostles had been arrested before and were told in no uncertain terms to cease teaching about Jesus. It is when they blatantly defy this order that they first engage in civil disobedience.

Another important aspect of this story is that this is the first time the followers of Jesus are defiant explicitly as Christians because they are teaching in the name of Jesus. While Jesus was with them, he taught in the name of God of the Jews. He was Jewish and therefore referred to the Hebrew Bible as scripture. When he emphasized parts of scripture that threatened the authority of the establishment, religious and civil alike, the easiest thing to do was to accuse Jesus of giving himself the same authority as God. Both the religious and civil authorities could be upset with that and we know how it all ended for Jesus.
While this passage of Acts is misleading in its blame for Jesus’ death—Peter accuses the religious authorities of hanging Jesus on a tree, even though that was the Roman empire’s particular form of execution, not the Jews’—it is so important because it really gives us the sense of what the apostles had gotten themselves into. The work of God was going to be very dangerous and even fatal for some of them. With this being the case, what kept them going? Why were they so brave? What gave them their fortitude, their gumption, their perseverance?
Did the apostles know just how pivotal of a point they were at? Did they know their place in history? Did the men gathered in Philadelphia in 1776 know how pivotal a point they were at? Did they know their place in history?
Stories in the Bible like this one from Acts, and holidays like yesterday can make us feel awfully small and insignificant. Most of us will not have the chance to sign a document that will change the course of human history. Most of us will never be jailed for our convictions. There is a luck of the draw element to all of history. We just might not be born at a time when the currents of the oceans shift; we might be born at a time when a small stream simply cuts a slightly wider path. We just might not be in a place when there are tables to be overturned; our journey might simply include bringing one more chair to a table for someone else. We might not have a grand entrance on to the stage like John Witherspoon; we might just find a couple of hours in a month when the church—or someone in it—needs another pair of helping hands.
What is unique about the Christian experience in history is that the grand gesture does not have to be our call. What is unique about the Christian experience in history is that every moment in history could just use a little bit bigger dose of trust in God. Trust comes in all sizes: sometimes trust needs to be big and bold, like then the jail doors opened for the apostles or when an Iranian woman thinks her vote didn’t count and she steps from her front door and into the street. Trust comes in all sizes: sometimes trust needs to be on a very small scale, like when someone offers a hand to my 15 month old so that she can put a tiny foot down one little curb or when a Westminster Red Rover simply says hello to someone who hasn’t set foot in a church for decades. Trust comes in all sizes: the day the umpteenth resume is mailed out, putting the stamp on the envelope can seem just shy of hopeless, but the day that the phone call comes for a final interview, we muster trust that is a big as we can hope and dream. 
The character of Gamaliel in this morning’s story from Acts is the voice of the big picture of history. His is the eye that sees far and wide into what the scrappy and pestering movement called Christianity has the potential to become. Even though the apostles will become much more well known than Gamaliel in the long arc of history, at this moment in the book of Acts, they are on a scale that we all can relate to because theirs is the scale of trust in God. That kind of trust can be miniscule on a really hard day, but that kind of trust can also reflect the love of our Creator that knows no measure and is with us for all time.
As Christians we have unique calls that reflect our gifts and abilities, our talents and our time. What we have in common is a call to trust God in a way that nothing other than faith can provide. What the acts of the apostles do for us, 2000 years later, is to teach us that on days that our trust is weak, we have the body of Christ in the church to augment that trust, to build us up in ways we might not be able to on our own. They never stopped trusting in God. AND, on the days when our trust is strong and can reach far and wide, we also have the body of Christ in the church where we can bring our trust and be a part of building up the trust in others.
The invitation to the table that we will share moments from now is an invitation from God that says, bring your big trust, and celebrate it with me at this feast. It is also an invitation to bring your tiny and frail trust, and we will nourish it together with this bread and cup, that you might go from this table with that trust, however small, supported and loved.
For this we give thanks to God. Amen.
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