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ON THE ROAD TO EMMAUS


It’s Sunday and three days after the death of Jesus. Jesus is dead and buried there in Jerusalem and two disciples are walking the seven miles (about a 10K) back to Emmaus, which is probably home to them. Where do you go when all hope is gone? They say, “But we had hoped that he was the one to redeem Israel. (24:21a). Do you notice that their hope is in their past? All they had hoped for in the new way of Jesus died on a cross just three days before.

They are talking and discussing what had happened. A stranger joins them on the road and literally asks, “What are these words that you have been pitching back and forth to each other?” The stranger’s question stops them in their tracks, and they stand there looking sad. 

“Are you the only stranger in Jerusalem who does not know the things that have taken place there in these days?” Cleopas asks (24:18). The stranger gives a one-word question in the Greek text: “Poia--What?” Then Cleo and his friend together use 112 words in the Greek text to tell this stranger what has happened over the weekend. They are pitching words back and forth to each other. They talk about the mighty deeds of Jesus of Nazareth. They talk about his guilty charge and crucifixion. They talk about some women of their group who could not find the body at the tomb. They talk about the fact that the women “said” they had seen angels and heard the news: “He is alive!” They talk about the men going to confirm the women’s story. And the sad disciples on the road declare, “But they did not see him.” So far in Luke’s account, no one has seen Jesus alive, so these two disciples are left to travel back home and pitch words back and forth to each other. What else can they do but talk?

Then the stranger breaks open the scriptures to them. When they are without hope, the stranger leads them to hear words from the Bible. And when they finally arrive at their village, the stranger appears to be walking ahead as if he were going on. With words our choir just sang for us, they urged him strongly, “Stay with us, because it is almost evening and the day is now nearly over” (24:29). 

Now comes the amazing part of the story: When he was at the table with them, he took bread, blessed and broke it, and gave it to them. Then their eyes were opened, and they recognized him (24:30-31). No pitching words back and forth to each other about empty tombs and angel sightings helps them see Jesus in their midst.  It is in the breaking of the Bread of God along the road and the breaking of baked bread around a table when they are able to see that Jesus is alive and present with them. When Jesus does what he has always done (interpreting how God is working today and inviting everyone to a table for fellowship), then they experience the presence, not of a stranger, but of Jesus. 

Jesus uses the formal “take, bless, break and give” whether he is inviting Pharisees and sinners to join him for an evening meal, or sharing bread and fish with 5,000+, or proclaiming the love of God in the Last Supper on the previous Thursday night. When they open their home and their hearts to a stranger, they are in a position for the Spirit to open their eyes to see Jesus in their midst. We are not surprised, then, when we hear in Acts 2 today that the 3,000 recently baptized devoted themselves to the apostles’ teaching and fellowship, to the breaking of bread and the prayers (2:42). 

And as soon as Jesus becomes present to these two in Emmaus, however, he leaves: Then their eyes were opened, and they recognized him; and he vanished from their sight (24:31). 
ON THE JOURNEY WITH JESUS

They reflect on their experience and ask, “Did our hearts not burn within us while he was talking to us on the road, while he was opening scripture to us?” (24:32). Jesus interprets the scripture not in synagogue or church but in their normal walking from one place to another. Sunday for these two of the Hebrew faith is not a day of worship but the beginning of their work week. It’s their Monday and they are headed back to work and home.  Last week we saw that weeks after Resurrection Day, Peter says to six other disciples, “I’m going fishing!” and they joined him but couldn’t catch one fish on their own. They had gone back to work and even though they were not looking for Jesus, Jesus “shows himself” to them at their work. 

Luke reminds us again that we don’t find Jesus in empty tombs or worship rooms. When we are following our ordinary patterns at home, at work, or on the road, Jesus finds us and reveals himself to us. Our task is to be aware of the warmth in our heart and to open our eyes to the ways the Lord is revealing himself to us wherever we are. He reveals himself to us, as he did to these two disciples, when we are on the way.

As a matter of fact, when Luke tells the story of Jesus, being “on the way” is a major theme. We can translate Luke’s Greek word hodos as “road” or “way.” The main word Luke uses for traveling on the road/way is poreuomai. This word can be translated as “go” but has more of the sense of “journey.” Luke wants us to know that Jesus is on a journey; for he is on a mission from God and to God. The pivotal point in Jesus’ ministry is recorded in Luke 9:51: When the days drew near for Jesus to be taken up [on the cross], he set his face to journey to Jerusalem. And in 13:33: Jesus says, “Yet, today, tomorrow and the next day I must journey on, because it is impossible for a prophet to be killed outside of Jerusalem.” 

Luke is telling us that Jesus’ journey is the model for all who say they wish to follow this Jesus. You probably remember that Luke wrote not only this gospel account of Jesus but also wrote the companion volume we call Acts, which is the story of the journey of the early church. Luke tells us that God not only calls Jesus on a journey but also calls the followers of Jesus on a journey as well. Philip receives a command to journey on a lonely road where he meets someone trying to understand the Bible (Acts 8:26). God calls Ananias to journey to see the persecutor Saul of Tarsus (9:15). Peter is ordered to journey to the Gentile house (10:20; 12:17). Acts depicts Paul especially as the preacher on at least three missionary journeys in their known world (Acts 9:3; 19:21; 22:5, 10, 21; 25:12) 1

Read the book of Acts and you will see that Jesus’ church is not just going and wandering about. Luke tells the unfolding history of the early community as a journey which centers in Jerusalem and reaches “to the ends of the earth” (Acts 1:8). According to Luke this faith community itself is named the “the people of the way” which can also be translated “people of the journey” (Acts 9:2; 22:4; 24:14, 22). Is it any wonder that on the front of our bulletin is the tag line for Vienna Baptist: “A people of faith on the journey of life”? Steven Covey, the author of The Seven Habits of Highly Effective People, captures our church’s vision when we says, “We are not human beings on a spiritual journey. We are spiritual beings on a human journey.”

In my early years my church talked a lot about destinations more than journeys. I heard that I would go either to heaven or hell and the destination depended on whether or not I chose Jesus as my Lord and Savior. For some churches it’s all about the destination and very little about the journey. Perhaps you heard of the preacher who asked, “Who wants to go to heaven tonight?” Everyone except one young boy raised his hand. “Don’t you want to go to heaven?” the preacher asked. “Oh, yes,” said the boy, “but I thought you were filling a bus right now.” 

Many expressions of the Christian faith emphasize destinations. Here at Vienna Baptist Church we emphasize the journey. We talk about the inward journey, the outward journey, and the together journey. That’s how we define ourselves and how we are organized. 
ON THE JOURNEY THAT IS ALWAYS

I think the American author Ursula LeGuin (born 1929) captures my belief when she says, “It is good to have an end to journey towards, but it is the journey that matters in the end.” Listen again to today’s story and hear Luke’s use of the Greek word poreuomai for the journey. In verse 13 Luke says that two are journeying to a village called Emmaus. A stranger comes near and journeys with them (v. 15). In v. 28 they came near the village to which they were journeying and the stranger walked ahead as if he were journeying on. When the two returned to Jerusalem, Then they told what had happened on the road/way (v. 35a). They thought they were journeying to Emmaus to go back home and back to work. As they are journeying they meet the resurrected Jesus. 

We want to sing with the choir this morning, Stay with us, Lord Jesus, stay with us, it soon is evening and night is falling, but Jesus calls us out of our desire for stability, comfort and traditions. He calls us not to stay with him but to journey with him. We say, “Stay with us, Lord Jesus, stay with us” but the raised Jesus says, “Follow me on the journey that matters in the end.” 

In the everyday moments of work, school and home we can experience a sacred moment—a miracle—with the breaking of bread or the hearing of God’s word. We are a people of faith on the journey of life and are sustained by the truth that we have been embraced by Divine Graciousness. We are spiritual beings on a human journey, so we follow Jesus in thanksgiving for his presence with us. 

As he reflects on these two disciples on the journey to Emmaus and beyond, Frederick Buechner offers this confession for the journey that is always: “There is little that we can point to in our lives as deserving anything but God’s wrath. Our best moments have been mostly grotesque parodies. Our best loves have been almost always blurred with selfishness and deceit. But there is something to which we can point. Not anything that we ever did or were, but something that was done for us by another. Not our own lives, but the life of one who died in our behalf and yet is still alive. This is our only glory and our only hope. And the sound that it makes is the sound of excitement and gladness and laughter that floats through the night air from a great banquet. It is what Christians mean by salvation and we saw it first at Emmaus, through Jesus Christ our Lord.” Amen. 2
1 Hauck and Schulz, “Poreuomai,” Theological Dictionary of the New Testament, Vol. VI, 1959, 1968, p. 575
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