THE ROAD TO EMMAUS
LUKE 24.13-35

I don’t think I would be very wrong if I said that the road to Emmaus
is one of the best-loved stories of the post-Easter Jesus. It certainly is
one of my own favourites, for several reasons, but one of them is that
I love the slightly comical vignette that Luke inserts in that very
serious story, when Jesus, apparently clueless, asks the disciples what
“things”™ they have been talking about, and Cleopas responds by
telling the story of Jesus of Nazareth’ to .... Jesus of Nazareth!!! Of
course, Luke is simply using the literary device of “dramatic irony”
when the reader knows what the characters do not know, but the
effect always makes me smile a little ...

More seriously though, the story of Emmaus, found in no other
gospels than Luke’s, contains two of his most familiar themes: a
shared meal and a journey, two profoundly human endeavours
which for Luke have so much significance. As we heard, it is in the
context of their hospitality towards Jesus, happening at the end of
their journey, that the two disciples understand the significance of his
teachings and recognise him. And it echoes what we have seen all
along in Luke’s gospel: First Jesus sharing meals with the wrong sort
of people and secondly for a whole half of the book, Jesus is on the
move, on the way, travelling towards Jerusalem.

Now, in the Emmaus story, these two threads come together which is
of course intentional: for the 2 disciples table fellowship at the end of
their journey during which they had established a real rapport with
“the stranger”, is part and parcel of recognizing the truth of the
Gospel and opening their minds. In Luke, as in our own life, spiritual
journeys and relationships are often connected to food and meals. We
talk about “being fed” spiritually, or we call friends and make plans to
eat together because we sense, in some elemental way, that feeding
our bodies feeds our souls and moves our relationships to deeper
levels. Meals are often the time when an alternative reality of
abundance and new life is revealed in simple things such as sharing
fellowship, appreciating the natural world or valuing our bodies.




But before the scene of the meal and the breaking of the bread - which
has obvious Eucharistic connotations - we have the dialogue between
Jesus and the 2 disciples, a dialogue which contains 4 very ordinary
words that however count among the most heart-breaking words in
the entire gospel: “But we had hoped” they say... // There is so
much in those four little words, as they speak of deep disappointment,
of a future that is not to be, of a dream that created energy and
enthusiasm but did not materialize, of a promise that created faith that
proved to be false. It speaks of a future that is closed off, now
irrelevant, dead. “But we had hoped ...” 4 words that talked to us of
the deepest hopes which are dashed and the deep sorrow which
dominates their spirit ... And most of us have known those feelings at
some point in our life or are feeling them right now ...

Sure enough, the familiar scene ends with rejoicing and excitement:
sadness to joy, death to resurrection, broken hearts to burning hearts
... but is it just me or do you also feel that the transition feels harder
this year? Harder to grasp? Harder to celebrate? Yes, the tomb is
empty, Christ is risen, death has been defeated. We believe all that or
we try to ... And yet, the number of Corona virus declared cases
around the world has reached 2 million, well over 180 thousand
people are dead - and this is probably a vast underestimation - and the
number of people suffering physically, psychologically, and
financially as a result of lock downs all over the world, are too high
to count... So how should we live into the resurrection at a time
when death appears to be in charge? Where and how should
Easter, the cornerstone of our faith, apply in this moment? Where do
we turn when things fall apart, not only for us personally, but also for
the entire world? Can we really go beyond death and believe in a new
future?” Thankfully, these questions predate the present pandemic and
we are not the first people to ask them. In fact, this is the time in the
liturgical year, with Luke as a guide, when we take a good, hard look
at God’s post-Easter world, and we ask, “Now what?”

One common thread of all the post-Easter stories in the Gospels
involving people who knew Jesus well, is that a resurrected Jesus is
hard to believe in and they all initially either do not believe it or don’t



recognize him. The fear, confusion, and doubt that overcame them,
are comprehensible by all human understanding, when their world has
been turned upside down like ours at the moment. In fact, it takes
Luke 3 stories filling up the entire chapter 24, to describe the process
by which his followers come to grasp with the fact that Jesus is indeed
alive, and the world forever changed.

What Luke is asking through these 3 stories is this: “Now what?”,
“Jesus alive means what”? “Hope in the future means what? We know
the dead do not come back to life and corpses aren’t resuscitated. Yet,
the Jesus that the women and the disciples encountered is a whole
person, alive and lively, breaking bread, eating fish, talking and
teaching, yet not encumbered by physical limitations.

I have great difficulty with any supernatural understandings of the
resurrection and I prefer to believe that the resurrection is not a
negation of the natural laws of nature, but a revelation of the deeper
energies of life that emerge when the divine and the human are in
synch. I think Jesus’ resurrection comes from this deep-down place in
which divine and human energy meet to create transformation,
rebirth and renewal, most dramatically reflected in Jesus’ life, but
residing in all things.

Resurrection changed everything, yet everything remained the same.
The first Christians experienced persecution and martyrdom and our
post-Easter world is threatened by pandemic, climate change,
violence, poverty and intolerance. Yet, resurrection and hope lives on
and a better future beckons, despite the failures, the disappointments,
and the heart breaks that we all know and feel. So, we are allowed to
grieve a future that will never be, in order that we may possibly
hear and receive another future, the one that God is creating for us.
Someone said, grief is like the sky, it might be over everything, but so
now 1s hope.

And that hope, at the heart of our faith, is collective and takes place in
community. You will have noticed that when our Emmaus disciples
understand that Jesus is alive, they run back, “at once” says Luke, the
7 miles to Jerusalem, at night, to tell the rest of the group what they
have witnessed. They cannot wait to share because in that sharing,



they were supporting and encouraging and strengthening each other
and each other’s faith. I think this is true for all of us: we are not
supposed to be spiritual “lone rangers.” Faith is something that thrives
and grows in the sharing. And that happens in the context of a
community of faith. This of course is never as important as now, in
our present situation as we know that “being church” is much more
than being IN church! Amen.



