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Text: Luke 24:13-35

Prayer: Emmaus Journey	       
Steve Garnaas-Holmes

O Risen and Always Rising One,
when we walk in grief and despair
you walk with us.

When we question our faith,
you open our eyes to know more deeply.

When we seek nourishment and rest and family
you join us.

When we are bewildered,
when we don't know what to do with our lives,
you take them, bless them, break them, and give them
to us, and to the world, in love.

Have not our hearts burned within us
as you have accompanied us all along? Amen.

Anam Cara Ministries from a Facebook post: 

“In our lives, we do not often receive bewilderment as a gift. When we see it in a story, we can appreciate it, knowing the character is about to discover something new, something they hadn’t understood before. But in our own lives, the bewildering moments can feel so disorienting. We had staked our lives on a certain way of seeing the world, a certain perspective, and now that has been pulled out from under us in some way. God isn’t acting how we were taught, or our life is unfolding so very differently than we had anticipated, expected, even hoped. 

The disciples on the road to Emmaus are an…example after Christ’s death (and resurrection...!) of the bewildering disappointment when the story takes an entirely unexpected turn—our leader has died, and we don’t know how to process it all. ‘We had hoped,’ they say, naming their desire for the long-hoped-for revolution and freeing of God’s people from under the thumb of Rome. But the story didn’t go how they expected, how it seemed to them to be going until that point, and now they are bewildered. Talking through it on the road, hoping to make sense of it all.”

After a long, hard week in the city, we were finally heading home to Emmaus. Cleopas and I had headed out with high expectations at the beginning of the week. Our feet fairly flew as we covered the distance down the dusty road that led to Jerusalem. Not only were we looking forward to celebrating the Passover in the Holy City, we were also hoping to hear more of this prophet from Galilee about whom everyone had been talking. It was said that he healed the sick, cast out demons, fed the hungry, cared for those barely surviving, but we were especially interested in know more about the rumors that he welcomed outcasts into his community, that he made room for tax collectors, prostitutes, adulterers, shady characters, people who were held in contempt and cut off from acceptable society. Maybe there could be room for people like Cleopas and me, who had lived together all these years, loving and caring for one another, building a home together in spite of the talk in the village and the ridicule of some of our neighbors. Somehow, by carefully monitoring our public presence and honestly, by the grace of God, we had managed to survive far. We stayed in Emmaus because we were both born there. Our roots were in that village. Cleopas owned a house there and we had no hope that we would be better off anywhere else.

It had been a wonderful week after all. We found the Galilean as he rode into the city on, of all things, a donkey while the crowd waved branches and shouted for him to “save us.” “Hosanna! Blessed is the One who comes in the name of God!” There was such great expectation that he would be the Messiah; the one sent from God to rid us of all our abusers and oppressors and put the world right. We joined the procession where we met some of his close followers, those who had traveled with him from Galilee. They were eager to tell us amazing stories of the things he had done and the wonderful things he had taught them about love and compassion for those most in need. Apparently he insisted that this was God’s way, roots for the creation and building up of God’s Beloved Community. It was exhilarating! We suddenly realized we might be welcome among them and in fact we were quickly accepted into their company. That Cleopas and I loved one another was actually embraced because love was the very nature of who they were and what they were about. Jesus, himself, looked directly at the two of us and welcomed us as brothers.

Can you imagine? There was a place for us, the promise of a better world. Could it be that there was hope of heading home to a different, more welcoming, accepting place than we had ever known, a place in God’s Beloved Community? We lingered with that company, finding among them the family we had never fully experienced.

But as the week unfolded there was an undercurrent of trouble. At first, we did not want to admit that it was there, but Jesus always seemed to operate with his eyes wide open. He refused to be cautious about what he said or did. He roundly criticized the Roman oppressors for their violence and abuse, especially of the lower classes. However, more significantly, he challenged the religious authorities for their hypocrisy in collaborating with the Romans and making life hard for the people, our people, their people. One day he even walked into the temple and turned over the tables of the moneychangers and salespeople who were infamous for their dishonest practices. “This is God’s house,” he proclaimed. “It’s meant to be a place of prayer for all people and you’ve turned into a robber’s den!” You can imagine how that played with those in power.

Well, cutting to the chase, you know how the week ended with his betrayal by one of his inner circle, his arrest, the travesty of trials, physical and emotional abuse by his captors, his humiliating hanging on a Roman cross, where he bled and died. I swear the sky flashed lightning, roared thunder and wept tears that afternoon as he was executed. They said the veil in the temple was torn in two when he gave up the ghost. Who knows but God? But we do know that, shockingly, Joseph of Arimathea, a wealthy member of the Council, took the body and buried it in his own tomb. Amazing grace!

We hung out in the city, not wanting to travel on the sabbath, and grieving with our new friends the loss of the One in whom we had placed such hope. Some had vague memories that he had prophesied his cruel death with a promise that he would somehow be raised again on the third day. We were skeptical for sure, but we also held a glimmer of hope that the prophecy might be true. Were that it might be so!

We were well into that third day when Cleopas and I looked at each other, recognizing that it was a long walk back to Emmaus and we should get started. Yes, some of the women had gone to the tomb early in the morning and discovered the body gone but none of the men who were leaders of the group thought it possible that he had been raised. The Romans or religious authorities were continuing to play games with us. Cleopas and I did have a life in Emmaus, difficult as it was, and we had responsibilities there, so we decided to head home.

As we shuffled along the dusty road, we alternated between moments of heavy, grief-filled silence and tentative conversation about what had transpired in this week away, trying to make sense of it all. We remembered heading out with high hopes, the joy of finding Jesus and his disciples, how they were so much more than we had dreamed, what it was like to feel such love and acceptance, hearing the speculation that Jesus might actually be the Messiah, the one who would indeed “save us.” Then the ominous undoing of all that amazing discovery as the week unraveled, ending in tragedy and despair. It had been a bewildering experience. It was clear we would be processing our adventure for a long time to come.

We weren’t surprised when a stranger caught up with us on the road. You know it’s always safer to travel these roads with companions. Someone traveling alone is particularly vulnerable to attack and robbery. So, we welcomed him to walk with us. Imagine our surprise to find that this stranger seemed to know nothing of the events of the preceding week. We were shocked. Cleopas asked him straight out if he was the only one who had been in the city who had not heard at least some of the events of the week pertaining to Jesus of Nazareth. Then we proceeded to tell him all we had seen and heard throughout the week. I think in some ways we were grateful for the opportunity to share and reflect on the whole experience with someone else.

His response was even more shocking. “Oh, how foolish you are, and how slow of heart to believe all that the prophets have declared! Was it not necessary that the Messiah should suffer these things and then enter into his glory?” Admittedly there was a lot we did not know or understand, but we were a bit taken aback at being called fools by this stranger. Still, concerned for our collective safety we continued to walk together as he began to share with us a remarkable breadth and depth of understanding of our religious traditions and faith practices. Clearly this man was a wise and gifted teacher. We were amazed and realized there was much we could learn from him. 

Frankly, we lost track of time and distance as we listened. Suddenly we found it was dusk and we had arrived back in Emmaus. We were home, or so we thought. The stranger made move to continue his journey. But so rarely did we have the opportunity to host a guest at our place that we urged him to stay with us. It is also true that we were both transfixed by all this stranger had shared with on the road. We wanted to hear more.

And then that moment! How can I describe it? Cleopas had prepared a simple meal. I had set the table with what we had, and we sat down to supper. Almost simultaneously, Cleopas and I asked our guest to bless the meal. As he broke the bread and offered the blessing, we realized it was him! All this time we had been sharing the company of Jesus, obviously not dead but walking with us on our journey home. And just as suddenly, he vanished. 

Well, since we had spent much of the day in his company, we truly believed in the presence. We looked at each other in astonished recognition. “Weren’t our hearts burning within us while he was talking to us on the road, while he was opening the scriptures to us?” This was no apparition. We knew him in the sharing of story and the breaking of the bread. 

What else could we do but put on our sandals and our cloaks and rush back to the city to tell the others what we had seen and heard. In contrast to our slow journey home to Emmaus, we seemed again to fly as we hurried back to Jerusalem. There we found the disciples together in equal joy and excitement for he had also appeared to Peter that day. Again, who knows how? All we knew was that he had risen from the dead and appeared to us! The future lay bright and frightening before us. This time we really were heading home, but not to Emmaus. This time we felt sure that the promise of God’s Beloved Community could be made real and Cleopas and I together were determined to be part of it. Truly, we were heading home. Amen.
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