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REFLECTION, Parish Evensong 

Year A, The Seventh Sunday after Trinity 

 

 

Acts 4:1-22: Whether it is right in God’s sight to listen to 

you rather than to God, you must judge; for we cannot 

keep from speaking about what we have seen and 

heard.’ 

 

Our reflection this evening begins not in first-century 

Jerusalem, but looking out into the cosmos. You might 

have heard of pulsars. A pulsar is a remarkably rare, 

dense, and rapidly spinning star that shines out beams 

of energy, much like a lighthouse spinning in space. 

They are so unusual that they were only discovered in 

1967, when radio astronomers started picking up 

regular flashes of energy from the cosmos. 

 

The first person to notice these strange signals was a 

Cambridge doctoral student named Jocelyn Bell Burnell. 

Realising that such a bright, remarkably regular signal 

must indicate something extraordinary, she 

approached her doctoral supervisor, the noted 

Professor Antony Hewish. But he dismissed it. He 

insisted her instruments must be faulty and picking up 

local, terrestrial interference. Nothing natural so far 
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away, he reasoned, could produce a light with such 

characteristic regularity. 

 

It would have been easy for the young researcher to 

defer to the established professor, to assume her 

equipment was flawed or her analysis wrong. Instead, 

she had confidence in what she had seen, and she 

persevered. Eventually, Bell Burnell found a second, 

similar signal originating from an entirely different part 

of the sky. She brought the results back to Hewish, 

eventually convincing him that there was no local 

interference that could explain these two pulsing 

objects. They had discovered the first known pulsars. 

 

Fast forward a few years, and pulsars had become a 

vital tool for astrophysicists, acting as cosmic 

lighthouses to help map the universe. For the discovery 

of such a remarkably useful object, a Nobel Prize was 

awarded. However, the academic community of the 

time operated on a strict hierarchy. The Nobel 

Committee awarded the prize to Professor Hewish, the 

established architect of the project. Bell Burnell, the 

student whose careful observation actually identified 

the signal, recognised its significance and who bravely 

pushed back when told to ignore it, was overlooked. 



3 

The signal simply hadn’t fit into the established view of 

the universe, and so, to the authorities of the day, it 

was initially something to be explained away rather 

than celebrated. And it was only when a top Professor 

had allowed himself to be convinced of the reality of 

these strange phenomena that they could become part 

of established astrophysics. 

 

Much like Bell Burnell facing the scepticism of 

Cambridge’s scientific elite, in this evening’s reading 

from Acts, Peter (and John) stand before the religious 

elite of their day, the Sanhedrin. They are on trial for 

preaching the resurrection of Christ and, through him, 

the promise of eternal life. They are making remarkable 

claims. Not only that, they had with them a man whom 

Peter had in the name of Christ miraculously healed. 

Evidence of the kingdom of God breaking into the world 

of men, through the power of the Holy Spirit. And the 

religious authorities are sceptical, to say the least.  

 

Who are you, they say, to preach and heal? You are 

uneducated men; you are liars and demagogues. You 

are standing before the most respected, the most 

learned, the most holy men of the community. And you 

are telling us that you know something that we do not. 

Who, in short, do you think you are? 
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Faced with such an imposing assembly, most of us 

would shrink back into the safety of silence. But Peter 

did not shy away from what he knew to be true. He had 

the evidence with him and before him in the form of 

the healed man. He had his own experience, and the 

power of the Holy Spirit working through him. And he 

replies simply, “we cannot keep from speaking about 

what we have seen and heard”.  

 

Now, Peter could have taken the easier way out. He 

could have said, yes, this man probably was healed 

because he prayed to God and went to the Temple and 

made sacrifices and did everything that you told him to 

do. Yes, I was just a bystander. He could have said, yes, 

you are the authorities on the Law and on what is good 

and right, and I’ll take my counsel and go elsewhere and 

not trouble you again.  

 

But he did not. He had personally witnessed something 

wonderful, and he would not be cowed by authority. 

Turning the tables on the Sanhedrin, Peter 

acknowledged the authority of the learned elders, but 

then made clear that the authority of these men also 

gave them the responsibility to listen to what he is 
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telling them. So he says to them,: “Whether it is right in 

God’s sight to listen to you rather than to God, you must 

judge; for we cannot keep from speaking about what we 

have seen and heard.”  

 

Peter is saying that the Sanhedrin, as a Court, had an 

unavoidable responsibility to consider the evidence 

before it. It was Peter’s responsibility clearly and 

truthfully to bring witness, to bring evidence, of Christ’s 

wonderful power and promise before them.  

 

Speaking truth is hard, particularly in the face of 

scepticism, and particularly to those we fear may judge 

us. Bell Burnell was bold to stand up to Hewish and 

have confidence in the data she had collected in the 

face of his scepticism. Peter was bold to stand up to the 

Sanhedrin and have confidence in the power of Christ 

working in the world in the face of their instruction not 

to speak or teach at all in the name of Jesus. Both 

brought witness to power, and by their witness brought 

about change. We come back to our Acts reading, 

speaking of the Sanhedrin: “But since they could see the 

man who had been healed standing there with them, 

there was nothing they could say.” 
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The Sanhedrin and the Cambridge astrophysics 

department shared a common flaw: they believed they 

already had the complete understanding of the 

universe. Hewish believed the universe didn't produce 

signals like that; the Sanhedrin believed God didn't 

work through uneducated Galileans outside of Temple 

structures. But Bell Burnell and Peter each disrupted 

these comfortable worldviews with nothing more 

complex than the truth of what they had seen and knew. 

 

True witness ultimately cannot be denied. But as we 

look at these two witnesses side by side, there is one 

very important difference. Bell Burnell had confidence 

in her instruments; Peter had confidence because he 

was filled with the Holy Spirit. Bell Burnell was looking 

at the wonder of the physical world, but Peter had an 

even more important message: Christ overcame death, 

personally and for us all. Peter was not only witness to 

the fact of Christ’s resurrection, but also to its powerful 

consequence for all who believe in Him.  

 

Now, you and I probably will not discover a new 

astronomical phenomenon like Bell Burnell. But we too 

can be witnesses for Christ, like Peter. Our witness is, 

for the most part, probably not of miraculous healings 
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or of prophetic revelation, but of the powerful 

consequence of Christ in our lives. Where our 

relationship with the risen Christ brings peace or joy to 

us, or through our words and actions as Christians 

brings love and comfort to others, we have a 

responsibility to be open about where these gifts come 

from. We are witnesses in the Court of the world, and 

like Peter we should give our evidence truthfully. 

 

In an increasingly secular world, it is rarely easy to 

admit that our resilience in sorrow, or our profoundest 

joy, is anchored in prayer and the grace of God. And 

when we think to do so, the world can shame us into 

silence. Perhaps not by hierarchical authority like that 

of the Cambridge physics world, or by stern 

imprecation like that of the Sanhedrin. But for us, 

speaking of Christ in our lives is too often met with 

polite silence, or a raised eyebrow, or a wry smile. And 

in this age of social media, what we say or write can still 

cost those who speak of their Christian conviction both 

relationships and careers.  

 

But, like Peter, we ought not keep from speaking about 

what we have ourselves seen and heard, what we have 

felt in our lives, what we have experienced of God 

working in the world, through us and through other 
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Christians. We should not be shamed into silence for 

fear of what the world might think. Because confronted 

with the powerful reality of what Christ can do in our 

lives, there is nothing that the world can say.  

 

We are not alone to do this. Bell Burnell had her 

intellect, data and intuition to support her argument. 

Peter had something greater with him: the Advocate, 

the Holy Spirit, and the support of his co-apostle John. 

We also are not expected to muster up this bravery to 

confront scepticism or silence on our own; it is a grace 

given by the Spirit when we are called to witness, and 

nourished by the support of our community. We should 

take the chance, then, to acknowledge Christ in all His 

workings in our world, and to support each other when 

we bravely and boldly do so.  

 

We might not do so loudly like Peter the Preacher 

addressing crowds of thousands, but we can do so 

instead with a quiet, immovable steadfastness, like Bell 

Burnell looking at her data: faithfully attending 

Evensong week after week and sharing that we do so, 

and why; acknowledging the presence and power of 

Christ in our lives; or offering a compassionate Christian 

response to a neighbour or community in crisis. The 
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world may try to shame us into silence, but a quiet, 

unyielding testimony to the light can have as much 

power as a loud declamation of faith. 

 

I leave you with a final thought. You might be 

wondering what happened to Bell Burnell. Indeed, she 

maintained a remarkably gracious and pragmatic 

stance throughout her life. In a famous 1977 after-

dinner speech, she stated: 

“I believe it would demean Nobel Prizes if they were 

awarded to research students, except in very 

exceptional cases, and I do not believe this is one of 

them... I myself am not upset about it—after all, I am in 

good company, am I not?” 

 

Bell Burnell acknowledged that there are many, many 

witnesses whose true impact is not recognised. All the 

PhD students who made important discoveries, whose 

contributions were credited to other more senior 

academics. And so too with us as Christians. The job of 

continuously bearing witness without recognition or 

reward is arduous. We can feel that we individually 

cannot make a difference. But Bell Burnell not only 

made a difference to radioastronomy. Although she 

was denied the Nobel in 1967, in 2018, Bell Burnell was 

awarded the Special Breakthrough Prize in 
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Fundamental Physics for her discovery of pulsars. She 

was awarded $3 million, which she immediately 

donated in its entirety to the Institute of Physics to fund 

scholarships for women, underrepresented minorities, 

and refugee students seeking to become physics 

researchers. 

 

Had she been discouraged to pursue her conviction in 

the face of the evidence before her, not only 

radioastronomy but the whole physics community 

would have been poorer. Bell Burnell refused to be 

shamed into silence, and as a result the physics 

community has pulsars to guide it, greater diversity and 

remarkable inspiration. And Peter refused to be 

shamed into silence, and as a result we have the light 

of Christ to guide us, fellowship to sustain us, and the 

Gospel to inspire us.  

 

Let us therefore not be shamed into silence, but let us 

stand as witnesses to Christ in our communities, that 

like the light of the pulsars, the light of Christ can shine 

forth to lighten the darkness, and guide this world 

through the dark night. 

 

Amen 
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Prayers 

 

Almighty God, who by your Holy Spirit gave your 

apostles Peter and John boldness to confess the name 

of Jesus Christ before the rulers of their day: grant to us, 

your Church, the same spirit of courage, that we may 

not be shamed into silence by the scepticism of the 

world; but may joyfully and truthfully bear witness to 

what we have seen and heard of your saving grace; 

through Jesus Christ our Lord, who lives and reigns with 

you and the Holy Spirit, one God, now and for ever. 

Amen. 

 

God of all creation, who set the stars in the heavens to 

order the night, and who gave your Son to be the true 

light that scatters the darkness: illumine our hearts, we 

beseech you, with the radiant truth of your Gospel; that, 

like beacons in the vastness of the world, our lives may 

faithfully point others to your peace, guiding them 

safely through the shadows of this age; through the 

same Jesus Christ our Lord. Amen. 

 

Gracious and everlasting God, whose kingdom is 

continually built by the quiet devotion of those whose 

witness often goes unrecognized by the world: give us 

the steadfastness to persevere in our faith without 
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seeking earthly reward, and the grace to remain 

immovable in the face of ridicule or indifference; that 

in all our words and deeds we may graciously 

acknowledge the gifts of your love, to the glory of your 

Name; through Jesus Christ our Mediator and Advocate. 

Amen. 


