“If one part suffers, every part suffers with it”

1 Corinthians 12: 26 (NIV)
A fearful, tired, and cold dispirited community gathered in the Ennerdale Baptist Church, approximately thirty miles south of Johannesburg. The church had become a refuge for a community who had chosen the path of non violent resistance. The struggle was long and seemingly imbalanced. On the one hand were members of an unarmed community seeking what was right and just and on the other hand were members of the military using their tanks, guns and teargas to intimidate and maim and kill. On this bitterly cold winter’s night the military seemed to be winning. They had succeeded after a long struggle to force people out of their homes and instill panic and fear in the people. Everybody was wondering who was next. 
I was looking into the eyes of the mothers filled with anxiety for their children. The youth had a frightening fearless anger that made them ticking time bombs. The fathers were weary and disguising their fear that they may be next to be forcefully evicted from their houses. As a pastor of the people, I asked God for a word of healing and hope. Before I spoke to this brutalized community somebody started to sing “We shall overcome”. As the sound grew stronger I saw resolve replace despair, smiles replace anger, and laughter tears. The community gained the strength to fight another day. 

I became aware of two truths that day: our struggle for justice is inextricably linked no matter the color, creed, or geography; there is power in being a living witness no matter the cost. Paul encouraged the Corinthians to express solidarity with those who are suffering in the face of tyranny. He said “if one suffers, every part (of the body)  suffers with it”. Today that is more real because of inextricable interconnectedness as a global community. We are one global family. So even though it seems hopeless we remember the seemingly endless suffering of the innocent children in Gaza. We remember Aung San Suu Kyi under house arrest as a symbol of the people’s resistance in Burma. We remember the defenseless women and children enduring the genocidal brutality in Darfur. 

Today we also celebrate the power of witness. We celebrate the witness of one man who had so much going for him. He was young and well educated. He could have chosen a path that would have benefited him personally. He instead chose to stand for a powerful vision inspired by the Hebrew prophets and our savior the Lord Jesus Christ. He dared to lift up truth in the face of lies, hope in the midst of fear, and unity in the face of division. One man became the face of a movement against all odds. His witness inspired so many all over the world: East Germans who fought communism to the downtrodden under Apartheid. Let’s stand with those silenced by the seeming hopelessness of brutal violence. Let us renew our commitment to become witnesses no matter the cost. 
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