
Show & Tell

Acts 2:14a, 36-41; Psalm 116:1-4, 12-19; 1 Peter 1:17-23; Luke 24:13-35

Last weekend Lynn Johnston’s For Better or For Worse comic strip in the opening scene had

the parents in an argument with each other. Each panel of the strip showed the escalation of the

disagreement in front of their daughter Elizabeth. The argument ended when John is putting on his

coat, walking out of the house and slamming the door.

After school Elizabeth comes in and her mother says, “We feel pretty awful about the big fight

we had this morning.”

Elizabeth replied, “So do I.”

“Would you like to talk about it?” her mother asked.

“I already did. Today was show and tell!”

Our Gospel story begins today right after the morning of the resurrection with a couple of

Jesus’s disciples trudging from Jerusalem. I wonder if perhaps they’re escaping the city. After all, the

murderous officials who crucified Jesus could now be on the prowl looking for Jesus’s friends.

The disciples are depressed, hopeless. And why not? All their expectations for Jesus as the

Messiah of God are now dashed. It’s over. 

As they walk down the road to Emmaus, a stranger walks with them. “Why are you looking so

sad?” the stranger asks.

“Are you the only person in town who doesn’t know the things that have happened? Jesus of

Nazareth, a mighty prophet, is now betrayed by the people, tortured to death by a consortium of

religious and government leaders. We had hoped . . . but now it’s over.”

The stranger opened up the scriptures to them and taught them.

Though we aren’t told whether or not they get anything out of the traveling Bible study with the
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stranger, they beg him to stay with them at the little inn at Emmaus since it’s getting dark.

The stranger agrees to stay. Then, while they’re at the table eating an evening meal, when the

bread is broken, suddenly their eyes are opened, and they see that the stranger is none other than

Jesus. Christ is not only risen but also back from the dead, appearing to his close friends who just

happen to be his saddest betrayers. We have noted before that it’s remarkable not just that the dead

body of Jesus was raised from the dead but also that the risen Christ returned to the very disciples

who, in his hour of need, had turned away from him. 

Again, what’s the first thing the risen Christ does in his resurrected glory? He returns to those

who had so disappointed him. He doesn’t remain in some aloof resurrected state of glory; he returns

to an inglorious little town and by his presence turns an inglorious meal into a sacrament of his love

and communion.

Therein is our great hope: the risen Christ returns to us, even to us.

And this Sunday, with this wonderfully rich story, let’s also note that the story ends with a kind

of new beginning. The disciples don’t stay at the inn at Emmaus. They don’t say, “Wow, what a great

spiritual experience. Let’s buy this inn and transform it from a motel into a church! Let’s stay here and

relish the experience of having our Lord return to us.”

No, they rush from Emmaus back to Jerusalem, back to the other disheartened disciples so

they can preach, “The Lord is risen! The women who came back from the tomb were right! This thing

isn’t over! It’s just beginning! God has won!”

Despondent, disheartened disciples become energetic, enthusiastic witnesses. As we have said, if you

have trouble believing in the reality of the resurrection of the crucified Jesus, then you must find

some other way of explaining how these speechless, numbed disciples were transformed from

frightened, depressed victims into courageous, outspoken witnesses.
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Their world has been rocked, and now they have to tell somebody.

This Sunday, in this great story of Emmaus, we get to reflect on Easter and witness.

For today, who is a Christian? A Christian is someone to whom the risen Christ has shown up,

appeared with such world-rocking, life-saving presence that the Christian is transformed into a public

witness. Christians are people who just have to tell somebody the good news: Christ is risen, he is

risen indeed.

We all are here this morning because, in some way or another, the risen Christ has shown up

in our lives. Here we are taught scripture by Jesus. Here we share bread and wine with Jesus. That’s

the great point of church. That’s the great joy of Christian worship.

But there’s one more mark of church: we leave church when the service ends as witnesses.

We thus recapitulate the movements of those disciples at Emmaus.

“Guess what I just heard,” she said. “Wonderful news. Let me tell you what happened

yesterday.”

I knew it was news. I knew it was wonderful just by the tone of her voice. I knew something

undeniable had occurred, something had happened to her. She’d become a witness to the news.

That so many speak so boldly the truth of Christ, the good news of who God really is and what

God is up to in the world, is, in itself, a kind of proof of the reality of the resurrection.

We are all, in our own way, in our own voices, and wherever we find ourselves, witnesses. 

In one sense, witness is a modest vocation. When I was summoned to testify through an

affidavit in a child custody suit between two warring parents in one of my past congregations, the

court had little interest in my beliefs about parenthood, my professional opinion about either parent’s

spiritual depth, or my personal experience of being a parent myself. All the court wanted was
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testimony: tell what you have seen and heard.

The theologian Karl Barth says that witness is the whole vocation of a Christian. To be a

witness means to have one’s words subsumed by “pointing in a specific direction beyond the self and

on to another.” What makes a person a witness “is solely and exclusively that other, the thing

attested.” What is required of the witness is simple acknowledgment of the wonder of the God who

rose for us, came back to us, and is present with us. In the resurrection we have experienced the sort

of God who refuses to give up on us, a saviour who relentlessly loves people who don’t know how to

love him.

The significance of the witness is always other than the witness. “We don’t preach about

ourselves” (2 Cor 4:5 CEB), says Paul. We preach Christ who was not only cruelly crucified but also

gloriously resurrected. We speak because we have seen something. 

As Barth said, anybody who simply stops on the sidewalk, looks upward, and points soon

draws a crowd of onlookers, each one attempting to see what captures the gaze of another. The

witness is interesting because the witness points to some great truth that’s more interesting than the

witness.

That’s my theory for why people still gather on Sunday morning to hear a frail, fallible,

modestly equipped preacher like me, who is less attractive than Joel Osteen and less practical than

Rick Warren. The superficiality of slick pop TV preachers may have enabled the church again to

marvel at the wonder of an artless human being standing up and witnessing to the truth that’s more

important than the witness. It’s the truth that counts.

What would have happened to the good news if those disciples had said to themselves after

Jesus appeared to them at Emmaus, “Wow. This was great! Let’s keep this a secret just between the

two of us. We were privileged to see something that others haven’t seen. Let’s not spoil the secret by
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telling somebody about it”?

In a way, that they did go back to Jerusalem and tell the others is in itself a testimony to the

surprise, the greatness, and the reality of what had happened to them—a validation of the truth of the

resurrection.

A former bishop of a mainline protestant denomination shared: “When our church did its

evening at the local homeless shelter, we received instructions from the management. “Just hand

people a plate of food,” chided the urban missionary. “Keep your church talk to yourself. We’re not

here to proselytize; we’re here to help. We aren’t here to assert our privileged status over the

marginalized.” The bishop assured the anxious activist that neither he nor the homeless had anything

to fear—remember, we are mainline Protestants who would rather hand the less fortunate a bowl of

soup than risk telling them the truth. It’s less disruptive to the powers-that-be to pacify the hungry by

doing a little good than to testify to those in need that we wouldn’t be standing with them, in the cold,

on the sidewalk, if it weren’t for Jesus putting us there; and more importantly, that they aren’t

here—out of work, hungry, and unhoused—because of God.

Those who have seen are necessarily those who must speak. The witnesses to the presence

of the risen Christ are compelled to witness to others about that which they have seen and heard.

Sadly, the unwillingness of those who have heard, to share good news with those who haven’t

heard, is the worst form of privileged smugness. Those who haven’t heard the truth about God

deserve to be told.

No one is born with this faith in the resurrected Christ or stumbles upon it after walks in the

woods or by rummaging about in one’s ego. Christians are recipients, never initiators. Here’s truth

that can be had only with receptive, empty, open hands. Someone had to love Jesus enough to talk

about him. Someone had to love us enough to show and tell the good news. We believe what we
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believe and know what we know only through witness, testimony. 

Will Willimon says: “When I’m teaching or preaching, I think the most important question that can

be asked of would-be preachers is this: have you seen or heard anything from God worth testimony

to another?”

In John’s Gospel, Jesus calls himself the light of the world. Before that, the prophet Isaiah had

promised that there would be one to whom God said, “I will also appoint you as a light to the nations

so that my salvation may reach to the end of the earth” (Isa 49:6 CEB). In the resurrection we see the

great glory of that light that shines into all the world.

And we are here this morning because, in one way or another, the light of Christ has shone

upon us. Now it’s our great joy to share that light with others. 

In Matthew’s Gospel, Jesus turns to his ragtag group of disciples and dares to call them the

light of the world, God’s answer to what’s wrong with the world. 

It’s Easter. The light of God will never be extinguished; it shines upon you and me. And now,

as you go forth, the light of the resurrected Christ shines upon the whole world through witnesses like

you.

So, go, tell somebody. Thanks be to God! Amen.
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