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LUKE 24:13-35: THE EMMAUS ROAD.

JOURNEYS, MEALS AND FRIENDS.

Introduction:

I love this story – it is all about journeys, meals and friends. Aren’t those some of the good things in life? Journeys – travelling to different and interesting places; food – we all appreciate a good meal; and friends – companions along the way – those with whom we can literally share or break bread (cum panis), companions to whom we can open our heart.

13-24

We read of these two disciples, going to a village about 7 miles from Jerusalem, miserable and downcast after the events of the last few days. They know what has happened that very morning – that Jesus’ body has gone from the tomb. They have this news from the women – we know from v 11 that the disciples (and probably these two were among them) did not believe the women “because their words seemed to them like nonsense.” (11) This was their first mistake – not believing the women!

However, even after the men went to the tomb and found it “just as the women had said” (24) it seems that they were still doubtful and unsure what was going on. Peter went away from the tomb wondering what had happened and these two are disappointed because they had hoped that Jesus was to be the redeemer of Israel. Despite the reminder at the tomb, which no doubt the women passed on to the disciples, that Jesus would be crucified and rise again on the third day, it seems that they were still expecting a different sort of Messiah.

And so here they are, two companions, perhaps having left the rest of the disciples to walk back to their home in Emmaus. And Jesus joins them, although they are kept from recognising him. He asks them very directly what they are talking about as the walk along. I don’t think this could happen here. I don’t think an apparent stranger could walk up to two people engrossed in conversation, walk alongside them and then ask them so directly what they are talking about. Try it sometime and see what sort of response you get – if you can get near enough to make eye contact, to cross personal space and to enter in.

They stopped and they responded freely and openly to his question. They freely included him in their confusion and pain. They told him about the women, about the empty tomb, and about what had happened to Jesus.

25-26

Jesus responds equally directly and rebukes them. He calls them “foolish and slow of heart” (25). And then he goes on to explain all that the Scriptures say about him. I wonder how long that took! Had they been walking a long time? How much time did Jesus take over this? There is a wonderful article by Kosuke Koyama called Three Mile an Hour God:

God walks 'slowly' because he is love. If he is not love he would have gone much faster. Love has its speed. It is an inner speed. It is a spiritual speed. It is a different kind of speed from the technological speed to which we are accustomed. It is ‘slow' yet it is lord over all other speeds since it is the speed of love. It goes on in the depth of our life, whether we notice or not, whether we are currently hit by storm or not, at three miles an hour. It is the speed we walk and therefore it is the speed the love of God walks.

I love to think of Jesus walking along the road with Cleopas and his friend, at 3 miles per hour, at the speed of love. At the speed of love, he unfolded the Scriptures to them as he accompanied them with his presence. The God of love, who walks alongside us at the human speed, patiently explained and elaborated what perhaps should have been obvious. Isn’t this a beautiful picture of how God deals with us – walking alongside us, at the speed of love, rebuking us when necessary and through the power of the HS pointing us to Christ so we can become the people we were created to be? The end towards which we strive, as Roland Allen has expressed it so beautifully is “the unfolding of a Person” – the unfolding, the revelation of Christ. Here we see Christ unfolding Himself to these disciples, slow of heart and foolish maybe, but Jesus takes the time to reveal himself to them.

28-32

And now we approach the climax of the story. Jesus makes as if to go on, he will not impose himself on them – but they, with customary Middle Eastern hospitality, invite him in. They could not think of letting this stranger carry on as night is approaching and so they invite him in for food and for shelter and for companionship – those most basic human needs. There is no embarrassment or fuss about this – no running ahead to make sure of a warm welcome – they simply invite him in to share what they can offer with them. And of course, they offer him a meal. Christine Pohl, in her chapter that we received in our pack, Making a Place for Hospitality notes that

Hospitable places allow room for friendships to grow. Food, shelter, and companionship are all interrelated in these settings. In such environments weary and lonely persons can be restored to life.
  

And is this not exactly what happens here? Our two downcast and weary disciples, having walked the road with Jesus, recognize Him, not as they are walking and during the discussions, but at the very moment of the meal. Of course this has allusions to the eucharist and the breaking of bread where we meet Jesus in a sacramental way. But I believe this is just a normal meal. William Barclay, in his little commentary on Luke, comments, “It was at an ordinary meal in an ordinary house, when an ordinary loaf was being divided, that these men recognized Jesus.”
 It was in that very everyday act of eating a meal together, of sharing food together, of hospitality offered and received that they suddenly recognized Jesus and realized what was happening to them on the journey to Emmaus. It was in the ordinary that they saw Him and recognised him for who He was – it is in the ordinary tasks of everyday that we need to see Jesus.

It is also interesting to note that there is a kind of reversal of roles here – it is Jesus who breaks the bread, not the disciples who are hosting him. Jesus, who is guest, becomes host. I only realised this last week – we are so used to thinking of allusions to the Last Supper where Jesus breaks the bread, but this is quite unexpected where Jesus, who was the invited guest into the home, now becomes the host. So there is a fluidity of hospitality roles here. Simon Steer, principal of Redcliffe College in his PhD thesis entitled, Eating Bread in the Kingdom of God: The Foodways of Jesus in the Gospel of Luke, emphasizes the importance of meals:

In the East, even today, to invite a person to a meal is an honour. It is an offer of peace, trust, brotherhood and forgiveness; in short, sharing a table meant sharing life. In Judaism in particular, table fellowship means fellowship before God, for the eating of a piece of broken bread by everyone who shares in a meal brings out the fact that they all have a share in the blessing which the master of the house had spoken over the unbroken bread.

Then their eyes were opened, then they received the gift of sight - to see Jesus for who He is – our Saviour, Redeemer and Friend. The gift of sight is a gift of the Holy Spirit. Our eyes have to be opened to recognise Jesus Christ, just as it was for those first disciples – over the dinner table, in the garden, on the lake, on the Damascus Road. Once we can see Jesus Christ, the Holy Spirit enables us to see the other person. This is truly a gift of the Holy Spirit. Unless we can see ‘the other’ we will never be able to be authentically engaged in mission.

If we had been able to see the other, might the genocide in Rwanda never have happened? If we were able to see the other, might the ethnic cleansing in Bosnia-Herzegovina, the civil war in Notherern Ireland, the ignorance and apathy concerning Sudan and Congo, apartheid in South Africa, tribalism, caste and class systems, oppressive colonialism – might all this have been avoided – if only we could see? Who are we blind to in our contexts, which prevents us from seeing the other person and, wittingly or unwittingly, means that we practise a theology of exclusion rather than of embrace? Might it be the Dalit, the untouchable, the street sweeper whom we have never noticed before, whom we have never seen before, whom we have always passed by in the street and never looked in the eye nor exchanged a greeting. Might it be the old women in our congregations, who always faithfully provide the food, clean the church, and arrange the flowers – have we ever taken the time to ‘see’ them and to thank them? Might it be the young people whose music is so loud, whose language is incomprehensible, whose body-piercing and head shaving is so alien – have we ever stopped to look them in the eye, to appreciate their music, to consider the pressures they may be under – the bleak prospect of unemployment, broken homes, student loans, an uncertain future – have we ever stopped to look them in the eye and tried to understand them in their context? Might it be those theologically different from us whom we would criticize behind their backs rather than invite them into our homes to listen to them and ‘see’ their point of view? Might it be those migrants who never learn our language, who never even try to integrate, who take over whole streets and suburbs in our cities – have we ever had them in our homes, offered them hospitality and tried to ‘see’ their culture? Might it be those of a different sexual orientation whose lifestyle might make us feel uncomfortable – have we sat with them, heard their pain and ‘seen’ them cry? In humility, let us ask ourselves whom Jesus may enable us ‘to see’.

33-35

Immediately they got up and returned the 7 miles to Jerusalem – did they finish their meal? – we do not know. Such was the magnitude of this news that they braved the dangers of travelling at night and hastened back to Jerusalem where they found the disciples and others gathered reporting that Jesus had risen, as the women had said, and had appeared to Simon. In Luke, meals are often associated with joy – we saw this in the Prodigal Son, with the party. Presumably here, the disciples are full of joy and wonder as they race back to Jerusalem. And so they relayed their news of what had happened ‘on the way’, on their journey with the three mile an hour God, and how they recognized him over the meal.

And so they, and the other disciples, once they have encountered the risen Jesus, are transformed.
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