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Seeing & Not Seeing 

As hopefully you noticed, the Garners were not here last week.  Allen, both our daughters, 

and I were all in Memphis where I officiated at the wedding of a young man I had baptized 

twenty-eight years ago while pastor of the First Presbyterian Church there.  It was a wonderful 

experience in every way, and we all had a very good time back in our home town, despite rainy 

and cold weather.  Just as Drew predicted, I was quite successful in consuming fairly significant 

quantities of smoked pork, aka barbecue, meaning real barbecue, not some woeful imitation. 

It was great to visit old friends, some of whom I had not seen in a number of years, as well as 

visit several of my old haunts, including First Church there where I had the privilege of 

worshipping last Sunday.  Daughter Allen and I were also able to visit the National Civil Rights 

Museum downtown, which is not far from where we used to live, and if you’re ever in Memphis, 

that is the one place you should make every effort to visit, as opposed to Graceland which is a 

complete waste of time.  The Civil Rights Museum is built on the site of the Lorraine Motel where 

Dr. King was murdered now nearly fifty years ago, long enough that I’m afraid too many 

Americans have forgotten, or have never known, what things were like back then in all too many 

parts of this country, certainly including Memphis.   Those who having forgotten that history 

may sadly now be condemned to repeat it. 

But what I want to share with you this morning is a conversation, a very interesting 

conversation, that I had over dinner with several other guests following the wedding, three others 

in particular.  What was interesting about that conversation was the very different take that the 

four of us had on Memphis, each of us having experienced Memphis in our own very different 

ways.  The four of us were quite similar in some regards; in fact, three of us had attended the 

same college.  But there were also significant differences.  For instance, two of us had grown up 

in Memphis, including me, of course; the other two in New England.  Two of us live in Memphis 

right now, obviously not including me; the other two of us live at a considerable distance.  Three 

of us were roughly my age, one quite a bit younger.  We three old guys were all white, the 

younger one of us African American. 

One of us had never so much as set foot in Memphis before coming there for the wedding; 

the other three of us had spent thirty or more years of our lives there.  And because we’d all 

experienced Memphis in quite different ways, each of us saw the city in a very different light, so 

much so that it was almost like we were talking about four different cities.  Two of us saw 

Memphis more or less as it is right now, one for better, one for worse.  The other two of us saw 

Memphis mostly as it isn’t, one—me—who was overwhelmingly conscious of what Memphis 

used to be but is no longer, the other—the African-American among us—who was equally 

conscious of what Memphis had never been, and still isn’t.  Four very different perspectives on 

one and the same city. 
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Now there was nothing particularly unique about that conversation.  My guess is you could 

have a one very much like that at almost any such gathering, at least any gathering that had a mix 

of both local and out of town guests.  But it reminded me just how much our experience of the 

world lies in the eye of the beholder, how different our sense of the world around us is depending 

on our particular perspective given our own background and experience in that place.  We don’t 

all see a place, or the people in it, in the same light.  All of which brings me to our gospel lesson 

for today from Luke, one of the handful of stories found in the gospels in which the risen Lord 

makes an appearance.  There are not many such stories.  None at all in the Gospel of Mark, where 

the risen Lord never appears, only two in Matthew, and just three in Luke and John.  Interestingly 

enough, none of these stories is like any of the others, though there are some things, a few things, 

they have in common. 

Our gospel lesson this morning, the story of Jesus’ appearance to two of his disciples while 

walking to a nearby town on the afternoon of the day of resurrection, is one of the longest of these 

stories, and because there’s so much to it, it’s one of the most important in helping us to 

understand what the resurrection of Jesus really means.  For one thing, as is quite clear from this 

story, resurrection is far more than just resuscitation, more than just a dead person coming back 

to life without anything else having changed, which is probably how most of us think about 

resurrection.  A dead person coming back to life and picking right back up where they left off.  

Not so, as the two disciples discovered that day on the road to Emmaus for whom the resurrection 

changed everything. 

The first thing you notice in this story is that the two don’t recognize Jesus when he appears 

beside them on the road.  It’s not just that they don’t recognize him right away but do so a little 

later.  No, they walk along with him for at least several hours without ever realizing that it’s Jesus, 

even though it’s Jesus they’re talking about all that time.  Luke doesn’t say why they didn’t 

recognize him, but there’s no sense here that Jesus was somehow disguised, or that they were 

temporarily blinded, or anything like that.  No, they just don’t recognize him.  But as they walk 

along, Jesus talks with them about the scriptural expectations of the Messiah, and then when they 

sit down for dinner, and he takes bread, gives thanks, breaks the bread and gives it to them, Luke 

tells us that their eyes were opened and they recognized him. 

Now that makes sense.  It’s easy to imagine that they didn’t recognize Jesus because they were 

so overwhelmed by the fact of his death that never in a thousand years would they have expected 

him to appear there with them on the road to Emmaus, just as Mary Magdalene failed to 

recognize Jesus when he appeared to her that morning at the tomb (in the Gospel of John).  They 

don’t see Jesus in part because he’s the last person they expected to see, and not expecting to see 

him, they don’t.  I’m sure we’ve all had that experience, running into someone you know very 

well but in a place you don’t expect to see them, and so you don’t see them.  But as they walked 

along and Jesus began to open their eyes through his explanation of the scriptures, and then even 

more when they sat down and broke bread with him, as they had on so many other occasions, it 

dawned on them who he was and they recognized him!  Which again, makes perfect sense. 

But that’s not exactly what happens, or at least, that’s not all that happens.  Because what 

Luke goes on to tell us—and this is where the story frankly gets a little weird and much harder 

to understand—is that the moment the disciples recognized Jesus, he vanished.  Disappeared.  
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Gone.  Now stop and think about that, because I think this is very important, and again goes to 

the heart of what we mean by resurrection.  For the fact is when they could see Jesus, they couldn’t 

recognize him, but when they recognized him, they could no longer see him.  Now what is that 

all about? 

Your guess may be as good as mine, but what I think Luke is trying to tell us is that you can 

either see the world in the light of the resurrection, or you can see the world apart from the 

resurrection, but you can’t do both, because they are two very different worlds.  They are worlds 

that co-exist, worlds that occupy the same time and space, but you can only live in one or the 

other.  And you have to choose which it will be.  Which is exactly the situation in which the early 

Christians found themselves.  They could either live out the truth of the resurrection in their lives, 

or they could go on with their lives as before, but they couldn’t do both.  Which is why Peter 

describes their situation as being in exile, living in a different reality from those all around them, 

those corrupt generations, he calls them, trapped in their futile ways.  Because there were so few 

Christians in those early days, the contrast between the resurrection world, the world of the 

empty tomb, and the world all around them, the world of the Roman Empire, was very obvious, 

blindingly obvious, and the choice between one and the other painfully clear. 

Our problem today is that living in a world that is nominally Christian, living in a world 

where there’s practically a church on every corner, a world where a large majority of the people 

around us call themselves Christians, the contrast between these two worlds is not nearly so 

obvious to us.  For us, the resurrection light has grown dim, and it’s hard to see the world by its 

light.  Oh, it gets a little brighter on Easter every year, but then very quickly dims again, to the 

point that very few of us, I suspect, are conscious of each and every Sunday being the day of 

resurrection, the reason why we gather on this, the Lord’s day.  Why, in fact, we are here right 

now. 

By contrast, the bright glare of the world out there, a world that measures everything in terms 

of money and material things, a world that beats its message into us relentlessly, is so bright that 

it’s blinding.  It’s hard to see anything else, and slowly but surely we have fallen back into 

thinking that it’s all there is, that there’s not a different way, not a different world.  That the world 

out there is the one and only world, the “real” world, and we have no choice but to live on its 

terms and by its logic. 

But not those who saw the empty tomb.  Not those who recognized the risen Lord’s presence 

in their midst in the breaking of bread.  Not those whose eyes were opened by the living and 

enduring word of God, those who saw the world not as it was, or even as it is, but as it was 

intended to be, and as one day—thanks to the power of the one who raised Christ Jesus from the 

dead—it shall surely be.  Those for whom the resurrection changed everything. 

In the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit, 

to whom be all glory and honor, now and forever… 


