
April 3, 2016 

  
Now on that same day two of them were going to a village called Emmaus, about seven 

miles from Jerusalem, and talking with each other about all these things that had 

happened. While they were talking and discussing, Jesus himself came near and went 

with them, but their eyes were kept from recognizing him. 

And he said to them, “What are you discussing with each other while you walk along?” 

They stood still, looking sad. Then one of them, whose name was Cleopas, answered him, 

“Are you the only stranger in Jerusalem who does not know the things that have taken 

place there in these days?” He asked them, “What things?” They replied, “The things 

about Jesus of Nazareth, who was a prophet mighty in deed and word before God and all 

the people, and how our chief priests and leaders handed him over to be condemned to 

death and crucified him. But we had hoped that he was the one to redeem Israel. Yes, and 

besides all this, it is now the third day since these things took place. Moreover, some 

women of our group astounded us. They were at the tomb early this morning, and when 

they did not find his body there, they came back and told us that they had indeed seen a 

vision of angels who said that he was alive. Some of those who were with us went to the 

tomb and found it just as the women had said; but they did not see him.”  

Then he said to them, “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?” Then beginning with Moses and all the prophets, 

he interpreted to them the things about himself in all the scriptures. 

As they came near the village to which they were going, he walked ahead as if he were 

going on. But they urged him strongly, saying, “Stay with us, because it is almost evening 

and the day is now nearly over.” So he went in to stay with them. 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; and he vanished from their sight. They said to 

each other, “Were not our hearts burning within us while he was talking to us on the 

road, while he was opening the scriptures to us?” That same hour they got up and 

returned to Jerusalem; and they found the eleven and their companions gathered 

together. They were saying, “The Lord has risen indeed, and he has appeared to Simon!” 

Then they told what had happened on the road, and how he had been made known to 

them in the breaking of the bread. 
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The things used to drive me crazy. If you happened to go to the mall, you’d see them 

prominently displayed in the windows of novelty stores and it was hard to pass them by. And 

many people would have coffee table books of them conveniently placed to catch my attention 

when I visited. But nowadays I just don’t see them very often. I’m talking about 3-D Stereo art. 

Stereograms. I think you know what I’m talking about. It’s that art which seems to be just a 

slightly-out-of-focus, repetitive pattern, but if you look at it long enough, and just right, suddenly 

it crystalizes into a three-dimensional picture. And a winged horse is jumping out at you, or a 

bear, a lion, an old corded telephone, a sword, a young man’s face. Of a sudden, everything 

would come into focus and be perfectly clear, whereas before it was just a confused muddle.  

  

At least for some of you, that’s how it worked. The frustrating part to me is that try-as-I-might, 

some of them never came into focus, even if I stared for hours. I could stand there letting my 

eyes get lazy, focusing them, un-focusing them, crossing them, standing on my head. A young 

mother would walk up, read the instructions, stare, and in about five seconds she’d go 

“Ooooh!!!” And she’d whisper something to the child with her, and in about three seconds a big 

smile would appear on that kid’s face. And I’d be standing there like some big, dull lunk, seeing 

nothing but colored blotches. But every once in a while, as if I were seeing with another part of 

my brain, things would shift and a beautiful, three-dimensional picture would pop into focus.  

  

Luke writes about two disciples high-tailing it out of Jerusalem on the day Jesus was raised from 

the dead. They’re headed for a forgotten little place called Emmaus and they’re deeply 

depressed. Their sight is clouded, as if their eyes had cataracts. If we listen in, they are talking 

about the events of the weekend: the horror of the crucifixion, the sorrowful Sabbath they shared, 

then the strange rumors of resurrection. Then suddenly a stranger is with them. It is the risen 

Christ, but everything’s a muddle for these two.  

 

Strange. After all, these are disciples who have been with Jesus every day for a long time. They 

ought to know him right away. They knew his face, his walk, his voice, his accent.  We are left 

to wonder. Had Jesus’ appearance changed? Did they not see him because, in their despair, they 

didn’t expect to see him? Was their vision bleary from fear, tears and lack of sleep? Seems to me 

that if they could see well enough to walk the road from Jerusalem to Emmaus, they certainly 

would be able to see him, wouldn’t they?  

  

Maybe they were just victims of seeing what they expected to see. When much younger, I grew a 

full beard. It was a nice dark red. If I grew one today, it would be white as snow. I had come 

back from a youth mission trip not having shaved. No one in my church screamed at me, so I just 

kept growing it. Then one day, it started to itch and I shaved it off. Half a year later, a woman in 

the church came up to me and said, “Have you lost weight?” “No,” I had to confess, I’d probably 

added a few pounds. “You’ve started wearing glasses!” “No,” I said, “I’ve really worn these for 

years.” “You’ve got a new clergy robe!” “No, it’s the same old rag” I said. She walked away, 

puzzled. Then at coffee hour she came up to me and announced, “You’ve shaved your beard!” 

And she was right – her eyes were just six-months slow.  

  

We see what we expect to see, so we don’t see the person who needs us to show them attention, 

or the confusion in the man we casually talk to waiting in the grocery line, or the family member 

who is crushed and bleeding on the inside. We pray, but we don’t expect an answer so we don’t 
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really look for an answer. We say, “Christ is risen; he is risen indeed!” but we don’t see Jesus 

because we don’t really expect to see him in our lives today. We see what we expect.  

  

Cleopas and Annas, far down the list of known disciples of Jesus, walk in sadness and confusion, 

unable to trust a rumor that just seems too good to be true. A stranger joins them on the way. The 

story is told so we know it is Jesus though they do not. This stranger asks them what they are 

discussing and they are amazed: “Are you the only stranger in Jerusalem who does not know the 

things that have taken place there in these days?” “What things?” Jesus asks. “What is the news 

you have to share?” They have only bad news, they say, about the One they had hoped might be 

the Messiah, whom they wanted to trust, in whom they had placed the longings of centuries, but 

then he was tried and crucified. And they share the rumor of resurrection which they clearly do 

not believe because they will trust only as far as their eyes can see. Jesus chides them: “Oh, how 

foolish you are, and how slow of heart to believe.” Jesus might as well be speaking about us, for 

we also are easily disappointed and give up on God when life goes awry.  

  

Then, stunningly, this stranger begins to interpret these events. Luke says “Beginning with 

Moses and all the prophets, he interpreted to them the things about himself in all the scriptures.”
1
 

Jesus opens the scriptures to them and explains the necessity of the cross and resurrection, how 

none of this was accidental, but the intention of God all along. Could Luke be hinting that the 

inspiration of the biblical authors by itself is not sufficient; that the church needs the light of the 

risen Christ to interpret the text? Like faith, understanding scripture is not a head trip but a matter 

of the heart.  

  

Still, they do not recognize him until they sit at a table with him. Luke describes the scene almost 

sacramentally, with the clear Communion language already used in the liturgy of the Lord’s 

Supper by the time Luke wrote his gospel and quite familiar to his audience: “(Jesus) took bread, 

blessed it, and broke it.” That is the “aha!” moment. That is when everything finally comes into 

focus, like me, the dullard staring at the stereogram, when – shazam! – they actually see who he 

is.  

  

The 16
th

 century Italian artist Caravaggio paints this scene with dramatic realism. It is the 

moment of incredulous recognition. The two disciples, dressed in dark clothes, have their mouths 

hanging open. The hands of one disciple fly out to the sides in surprise. The other is bolting from 

his chair. The light in the picture radiates from Christ and illumines their features. They see him. 

Yet Caravaggio adds a character not present in Luke’s story, a servant who stands dully by 

watching this scene as the risen Lord of the new creation blesses the sacred supper to the 

amazement of these two lesser-known disciples. What does it take to open eyes?  

  

For those who have eyes to see, Jesus takes bread and blesses it and breaks it. The Word and the 

Table: these are the central components of Christian worship, in the church of Luke’s day as in 

our day, this day, here in this place. And when Jesus breaks the bread of communion, their eyes 

are opened, their hearts were aflame, and they see him.  

 

And in that moment, he is gone. That’s when they remember: “Didn’t our hearts burn within us 

while he was talking to us on the road?” They are seized by a passion which drives them back to 

the disciples in Jerusalem to testify, to share their news, which is now entirely good news. Our 
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scripture today of the walk to Emmaus reminds us that faith is a visceral experience. Just like 

that young John Wesley who had his faith and doctrine all clear in his mind, but it took that 

experience at Aldersgate Street to make the love and grace of God alive for him, and caused his 

heart to burn within him.  

  

I’m not talking about a mindless emotionalism here, driven by the need for a weekly high, 

confusing excitement for spirituality, a feel-good faith which evaporates at the first sign of strain. 

But we are talking about a faith that is more than just in your head. Jesus Christ is not merely a 

good idea we choose to believe. He is a living presence who encounters us in our daily lives and 

sets our hearts on fire. And believing in Jesus means giving yourself to being his disciple 

because you have been seized by someone greater than you who captures your mind and emotion 

and will and imagination. For an educated, cultured church like ours, it is a good reminder that 

being a Christian isn’t all in your head. More importantly, for those who are facing the darkness, 

aloneness, life and death struggles with relationships, health, it is a good reminder that the risen 

Christ walks with you, even if you do not see him, even if you feel like a lesser known disciple 

not likely to be on his list of upcoming appearances.  

 

I think Luke wanted to tell the church in his day – all these people who had never laid eyes on 

Jesus – that even then Jesus was with them and they could see him. I think Luke is saying that 

this not only happened to Cleopas and Annas, but that it happens again and again – even now – 

to those who would follow. Even when we feel we are walking alone in despair, Jesus walks 

with us. I think Luke wants us to see Jesus in that way. When you think you are walking alone – 

in loneliness, in sorrow, in confusion, in fear, or just dully going through your day, seeing only 

what you expect to see, hearing only what you want to hear – Jesus is right there by your side, 

“always, to the end of the age.”  

  

When you invite Jesus inside, instead of treating him as the stranger you lock outside your door, 

he comes in and changes how you see everything. And when you worship at his Table and obey 

his command to remember him by the bread broken for you and the cup poured out for you, he is 

right by your side.  

  

Jesus is alive and inviting, and opening your eyes to all the wondrous grace God would offer 

you. Yet, still today, the question is whether we have eyes to see. Look here in the sanctuary and 

see Jesus illuminating the faces around you. Look at what some of our people are doing in their 

daily walks with the poor and the homeless; with those in the hospital and our beloved seniors in 

care facilities; in mission to people in this city and country and around the world; inspiring our 

children and youth and creatively reaching out to others; advocating for justice in the church and 

in the halls of government – not because they think it is what Jesus would want done, but 

because Christ is alive in their hearts and they give their hearts to his work.  

  

So let us pause in our journeys and come to his Table again today. Who knows? In the breaking 

of the bread, you might just see him yourself. I’m telling you, it’s possible. That suddenly you 

may see him among us as plain as the nose on your face, not with your eyes, but with your heart. 

May we pray?  
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Now, O Lord, quicken our dull senses. Unstop our ears. Open our eyes. Let us taste and touch 

and see the Lord is good. Let us see you in this Table. Let us see you in each other. Let us see 

you in our neighbor. Let us see you in the stranger. Let us see you and know we are not alone, 

we are never alone but you are always by our side and in our hearts. Amen. 

 

  

                                                 

1. Luke 24:27. 


