
At my wedding, my best man Lee – my best friend of 15 years – decided to tell everyone 

about how he has always had to force me to do things. He would call me, and tell me that we were 

going out, and I would say, “No thanks, I’m going to stay here and read. I have a lot of work to do.” 

Or, “Man, I’m just so tired from all the work I’ve been doing, I think I’m going to stay in and read.” 

And he wouldn’t take that “no” for an answer. He’d tell me again that we were going out, going to a 

concert, or a party, or a movie, or just dinner. On more than one occasion, in order to get me to 

leave my room or my office in the library, he’d say the only thing he knew would get me to go: 

“Let’s get Kelly’s.” Yes, every few months, he and I would drive 250 miles round-trip for roast beef 

sandwiches.  

On those car rides, we would talk and listen to music. We’d argue about politics and 

philosophy and art. We’d rank and rate bands and albums and songs. We’d lose ourselves in our 

conversations, never stopping except for the 15 minutes we spent eating on the seawall, looking out 

into the Atlantic and throwing French fries to the seagulls on the beach. And when we got back, I’d 

think how much happier I was for having taken that ride, for having left my room and my books 

and my papers, for having gone out and enjoyed both his company and the world’s greatest roast 

beef sandwich. And then, the next week, he’d call me back up, and tell me we were going out. Wilco 

was playing at the Calvin; there was a new Wes Anderson movie; a friend who’d moved away was in 

town. And I’d say I wanted to just stay in and read. And the whole process would start over again. 

I could probably tell a hundred stories about how my life was enriched by actually going out, 

despite my reluctance to do so. My nature, it may surprise you, is to stay in, to be by myself, to be 

with myself. I don’t do well in crowds or among strangers. As Lee could tell you, it takes real effort 

for me to go out, to be in a place where I’m not comfortable, to be comfortable in an unfamiliar 

place. I had to be pushed, cajoled, and even mocked to take those steps, always sure it would be 

awful, despite the fact that it rarely was. 



There are people, and I am not one of them, who thrive on uncertainty and who relish the 

new. They are not necessarily thrill-seekers, but experience-seekers. They hear or see someone doing 

something and they want to experience it as well. They want to know what it looks like, what it 

sounds like, what it feels like. They want to hear all about what you’ve done and where you’ve been 

and who you’ve met. They want to know what makes you you and how you got there. They are out 

in the world, with their eyes and ears open, watching and listening for that new thing, any new thing, 

so that they can discover it and engage with it and experience it. They don’t just want, but need, to 

know more about the world by living in it, by seeing all that it has to offer. 

I wish I were such a person. I wish that I were a person who craved the new and embraced 

the unknown. But I have always wanted to study the world rather than engage with it. I have always 

wanted to look at the world from the outside and analyze it, rather than explore it. I have always 

wanted to observe the world as if I were apart from it, rather than examine it up close. I have, in 

other words, been either a bad or reluctant disciple. 

In this morning’s Gospel, John the Baptist is testifying. He is out in the world, in Bethany on 

the banks of the Jordan. He is baptizing and preaching and testifying. He is meeting the people 

where they are, learning about them and learning from them. And his disciples are there with him, 

listening to him and watching him, away from their homes and their families and the comfort and 

security that they had provided. They felt called to leave those things behind, and to experience this 

new thing that John had told them.  

Yet, John knew that his testimony was preparation. It was a foundation on which someone 

else would build. It was a start for something greater and bigger than he knew or could imagine. So 

John was always waiting, always watching and listening for what was next. He knew that he came to 

prepare the people, to make them ready, to provide them with the tools that they would need to be 

able to understand when that next thing came. John preached and baptized repentance. He testified 



to the new world and the new kingdom that was to come, that would bring God’s justice and 

righteousness to earth, that would lift up the low and straighten the crooked. He taught that his 

revelation and his witness were incomplete – necessary but not sufficient – and that soon they would 

see and hear and know for themselves what he already knew was coming, for what he sent. 

John saw Jesus and he knew. He knew this was the greater one who came after him but was 

before him. He knew this was the one who came to take away the sins of the world and who came 

to reveal God’s kingdom to the world. He knew this was the one for whom he had prepared the 

way, prepared the people, prepared their hearts and souls through his witness and his baptism. The 

Lamb of God, the Son of God, the Messiah. 

John knew Jesus, knew who he was and who he was to become. But it wasn’t John who 

went to Jesus, who called out to Jesus, who reached out to Jesus. It was, rather, two of his disciples. 

They went to him, and followed him, to see where he was going and what he would do. And when 

Jesus asked them what they were looking for, they didn’t say that they were looking for the Messiah, 

for the Lamb of God, for the Son of God, but they wanted to know where he was staying. They 

wanted to know what he was doing, where he was going, who he was with. “Come and see,” Jesus 

said. 

Jesus did not tell them where he was staying, where he was going, what he was doing. He did 

not point, or give an address, or describe the place. He said “Come and see.” They could not learn 

about it, or him, or his mission and his ministry without experiencing it. They knew that just as 

believing in John’s testimony required them to change their lives, to go out into the world with eyes 

and ears open for what was to come, that to understand what Jesus had to teach could not be 

learned by words but through life. Jesus called them to a new kind of life, to a new way of living, to a 

new way of being in the world and experiencing the world.  



This new life and this new world could not be told through words, but could only be lived 

through experience. It could only be demonstrated through action. This new commitment could 

only be realized by the changing of their very lives. It could only be shared by participating in it. This 

new kingdom could only be revealed through the work of bringing its promise into the world it 

would change. It could only be real if their faith allowed them to see what was possible, to disavow 

what they had assumed was true, and embrace the new truths that they were shown. 

Christian witness is not telling people about Jesus. It is about showing them. And it is about 

being willing to be shown. It is about being faithful to our calls to “come and see.” It is about 

stepping beyond our own experiences and our own comforts, our own assumptions about the world 

and our own understandings about others. It is about stepping into the experiences of others and 

being with them in their pain and suffering, and sharing in their joys and triumphs. Christian witness 

is not about our own righteousness, but God’s justice. Christian witness is not about our own 

salvation, but the revelation of God’s kingdom to all people. Christian witness is not about our own 

safety and security, but the hard work of bringing God’s love and mercy to those who are not safe 

and who lack security. Christian witness is not about eternal life, but about how we live in this one. 

We celebrate tomorrow a man whose witness was one that endured much pain and 

suffering. We celebrate a man whose witness ended in his own early death. We celebrate a man who 

went to places of power and privilege and wealth, and said “come and see” the places of poverty and 

oppression and violence. We celebrate all that he and those who worked with him accomplished 

through their witness.  

But too often, we celebrate as if those accomplishments absolved us from the need to 

continue witnessing in those places and to those places. Too often, we think of Martin Luther King 

as having won, of the Civil Rights Movement having ended in victory, of the promised land having 

been reached. We act as if we have no further obligation, no need to expand our experience, no call 



to justice and witness, to our brothers and sisters who have been systematically excluded from full 

participation in our society, denied their full humanity in our world, isolated from the privileges and 

protections that we enjoy.  

We look back to the the Civil War, and cannot imagine how we countenanced the horrors of 

slavery. We look back to the Civil Rights Movement, and cannot imagine how we tolerated the 

segregation and the violence of Jim Crow and separate but equal. We look back and congratulate 

ourselves that we have the moral clarity and the religious conviction to see the errors of our past and 

glory in having corrected them. But we do not look around with open eyes and ears to see the 

continued pain and sorrow, the enduring isolation and inequality, the lasting effects of prejudice and 

discrimination. And when we do look around, we see violence and anger, poverty and despair, in 

these communities that we have walled off from our own, and we blame them, because we think our 

work is done, that we have done enough. But we do not acknowledge the hard work that is going on 

in those communities to bring dignity and justice, and we do not join in. We ignore the cries of 

those who have experienced and continue to experience discrimination and prejudice, or we dismiss 

them or refute them. 

Our brothers and sisters are in pain, and they are inviting us to hear them and to see them. 

They are inviting us to learn about their experiences, to learn about their lives, to share in their 

sorrows and to share in their joys. They are inviting us to come and see, to open ourselves up to new 

ideas and new truths that we have blinded ourselves to and shielded ourselves from. They are calling 

to us to witness with them, to reveal where injustice still lives and to bring God’s justice. They are 

calling us to witness to those with privilege and power and wealth that God’s kingdom is only as real 

our dedication to it in our lives. They are calling us to witness to ourselves and our families that, in 

the words of Rev. King, injustice anywhere is a threat to justice everywhere. They are calling us, in 

their witness, to become witnesses again and to join in solidarity and love. It is not enough to simply 



not hate, to tolerate, because that is indifference and neglect by other names. We are called to love 

and mercy, to justice and peace, to follow in Christ’s way. We are called to bring our gifts and our 

talents, our privilege and our power, to prepare the way of the Lord in our hearts, in our lives, and in 

our world. We are called to witness, to participate, to engage with the world with new eyes and new 

ears, and open hearts. But we cannot do that from a distance. We cannot do that at a remove. We 

cannot do that from our sanctuaries and our living rooms and our comfortable lives. We are called 

to come and see. 

 


