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Charles W. Allen

Luke 24:13-35: That very day, the first day of the week, two of the disciples 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.

You know it’s always a bit of a challenge for an Episcopalian to preach to Lutherans. We may feel that we have to prove that we do read the Bible after all, or that we’re interested in talking about something besides liturgy and vestments. All of that hits me every time I show up in a Lutheran church. But on top of that, this is Campus Ministry Day at Bethlehem. So today I have to figure out how to preach a sermon that engages one of the most important resurrection accounts in the New Testament and link it to something about campus ministry! Feel free to take out your score cards.

Fortunately, the Gospel lesson took care of one problem already. The Emmaus story seems to follow the outline of a Eucharist. It looks like an on-the-road service of Word and Sacrament. So that means I can talk about the Bible and liturgy at the same time and feel right at home!

I’m confident that Pastor Bill has been inflicting his views on you for a good while, so you probably won’t be too shocked to hear that Luke told stories creatively. He did care about facts. If there hadn’t been a flesh-and-blood Jesus, if he hadn’t said and done remarkable things, if he hadn’t died a shameful death, and most importantly, if he hadn’t really started appearing to the likes of Mary Magdalene and Peter and James and Paul, Luke wouldn’t have bothered to tell any stories. Certain things had better have happened!
But one of the puzzling things about being Jewish or Christian is that the past just won’t quite stay safely in the past. Here’s Luke in his study writing down stories about Jesus—with Jesus right there in the room! And one of the things God keeps saying to Luke with Jesus’ voice is, “Don’t talk about me like I’m not here.”

That’s got to be the most daunting thing about all of our God-talk—not just our preaching or our theologies, but our prayers, our announcements in the bulletin, our lame jokes about pot-luck suppers, our asking for donations or volunteers: everything we claim to do in Christ’s name. How do we talk about any of this when who we’re talking about inhabits even the words we say? How do we talk about something that isn’t just some thing, not even just some body? How do we talk about somebody who’s always here but won’t stay put for us to examine? How can we talk about God in a way that lets God be God instead of us? That was Luke’s puzzle, but it’s ours just as much as Luke’s. 
And, oh gee, look—here’s a great place to put in a plug for Lutheran-Episcopal Campus Ministry. There’s plenty of God-talk on college campuses. So why would they need our God-talk? Is it just because we think everybody should be like us? Maybe one of us? It’s OK to want company, but that’s not the main reason to be there. The main reason is to help make the God-talk really be about God—everybody’s God, not somebody’s half-baked, constricted idea of God. 

There are lots of religious views expressed and promoted on our local campuses, and they’re almost always called “Christian,” with a strong hint that any other views have to be un-Christian or anti-Christian. And that’s precisely why we need stubborn voices on campus that keep reminding everybody that God’s common life with us in Jesus Christ can’t be so neatly packaged. Viewpoints matter, doctrines matter, lifestyles matter—but we are talking about a mystery here, and not just any mystery, but a mystery so full of grace, of unexpected love, that we can’t afford to start sorting people into friends and enemies. 

We Lutherans and Episcopalians are not the only people who know that. But we do like to celebrate how God meets us without letting us play games about how good or insightful we are. We’ve had to learn that being Christian doesn’t equal being virtuous. We’ve rejected convoluted theories of how Christ meets us in bread and wine because we’re convinced they’re too cut-and-dried for the mystery that claims us there. But we do know that there’s someone most real moving among us who gives us every reason to celebrate. Yes, it’s true, most of the time we do a lousy job of getting all this across to people, or even to ourselves. But at least we’re learning not to be surprised and not to beat ourselves up for failing to capture a mystery that can’t ever be captured. And we need voices who can speak about that honestly on our campuses—“a vibrant, inclusive ministry rooted in Christian tradition,” to quote our vision statement.
Back to Luke. Here’s Luke trying to tell us about something that really happened but still keeps happening, a mystery that refuses to be captured. So he gets a bit creative. He tells us this story of two people slinking away from the city to a nearby suburb—the road to Carmel, maybe—but it’s also a story about what can happen to us when we’re sure nothing hopeful will ever happen again. And it’s a story about what can be happening to us here and now in Indianapolis on this third Sunday of Easter at Bethlehem Lutheran Church.
Here are these two people on their way to some place nearby. We don’t know exactly where Emmaus was, but that’s beside the point. The point is that it’s away from Jerusalem, away from the place where their hopes were destroyed, away from the rest of the disciples and their pathetic attempts to believe impossible stories. They’re not buying it. They’ve had enough. They’re giving up. They just want to be left alone.

But they didn’t get their wish. Along comes this nosy stranger who doesn’t have the decency to leave them alone with their grief. Now Luke cheats here and tells us it’s Jesus, but that’s not who he looks like to these two. “Their eyes were kept from recognizing him,” but Luke doesn’t say what got in the way. Maybe it’s their grief. Or maybe it’s their constricted assumptions about what a resurrection ought to look like. Maybe they won’t let anything count as a resurrection unless it looks the way the movies show it. They’ve heard rumors already that he might be alive. But if it’s really him, he ought to look the same. Apparently there’s nothing familiar about him now. All they can see is this clueless stranger.

They don’t get to ignore him. He butts in and asks what they’re talking about, and at first they say nothing and just stand there looking sad. Maybe he’ll get the hint and leave. But that doesn’t work, so they try insults. “Are you that ignorant? Don’t you watch CNN? How could you not know what’s happened?” But insults don’t work either. Now he wants to know what he’s supposed to have missed.

So they let everything out. For once in their lives it looked like things were going to work out the way they ought to. The one they had longed for all their lives had finally arrived. Things were moving toward this wonderful future. God’s reign was finally coming. Only they must have been mistaken, because now he’s dead and gone, and so are all their hopes with him. That’s what you get for caring too much. Better not to care at all if that’s what happens to your dreams.
Does the stranger get the hint now? Does he back off and leave them alone? Nope. First he’s clueless, now he’s turned offensive. “I think maybe you’re the clueless ones,” he says. “Where did you ever get the idea that God’s reign could bypass suffering? What Bible have you been reading? Maybe you were hoping for a really pushy God, or maybe a really popular God, but that’s not what the Bible’s God is really like. The Bible’s God looks like this condemned criminal that you loved so much. Everything that happened to him—everything, even those strange reports about what happened this morning—all of it is your main clue to who God is. The real God, I mean, not your constricted idea of God. If that’s not the God you’re longing for, then you just don’t know how to read the Bible.”
It’s clear that this stranger wouldn’t make a very good professional counselor. When people pour out their grief, the last thing they usually need to hear is a lecture or a sermon. But that’s what they got. And for once, it just happened to be what they needed. It’s only later that they admit to each other that this stranger’s blunt words started to kindle a fire in their hearts, but that’s exactly what’s already happening here. 
As they listen to what must have been a very long-winded Bible study, their resentment at this intrusion starts to crumble and get replaced by wonder at the utter strangeness of God’s love for the world—this love that lets us do our worst and won’t be driven away, this love that finds them in the words of this clueless stranger. He doesn’t look so clueless any more, or that rude. He’s starting to look pretty knowledgeable.  He’s even starting to look like a friend, maybe a little like the friend they’ve always longed for.
So, when the stranger finally shows enough social grace not to invite himself to dinner, when he starts to move on, they realize that it’s time to open up a bit more and invite him to stay. Somehow on this road, while they’ve been talking, they’ve seen this stranger become their critic, then their teacher, and now he’s their much-loved guest. They’re not the same people who started out from Jerusalem.

But everything’s still shifting. When they get to the table, this stranger, this guest, takes it on himself to become the host. “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.” After nearly 2000 years, we know those “Words of Institution” when we hear them. Luke knew them too, and so did his audience. 
And now I can satisfy my Anglican sensibilities and talk about liturgy. Of course they’re Lutheran sensibilities too. We both believe that when you take, bless, break, and give bread, especially with strangers at the table, it’s not just an everyday meal anymore. It’s God’s banquet, God’s table, and God is present in the very breaking of the bread. Not just any God, but the God who’s very life lives and breathes in the crucified and risen Jesus.
As the bread breaks, they know it’s Jesus—not just a fond memory of somebody who’s really dead, but a living, breathing person who’s come to them in the faces of a stranger, a critic, a teacher, a guest, a host, and now even as a meal to be shared. And then as soon as they realize all this he moves on. The only thing left to do is run out and share the good news—a “vibrant, inclusive” telling of “how he had been made known to them in the breaking of the bread.”
It’s no coincidence, the way Luke tells it, that the accent falls on the breaking of the bread—not the eating, not even the blessing, but the breaking. This is the Bible’s God here. This is the God whose body is broken for us on the cross of Jesus. This is the God who doesn’t bypass suffering on the way to a risen life with us. This is the God who finds us in our failures and not just our accomplishments. And most importantly, this is the God who keeps breaking open all of our tendencies to constrict God’s love to people like us, all of our tendencies to capture the mystery of God’s common life with us in Jesus Christ. This is the God who meets us in the faces of people who aren’t like us at all.
This is also the God who seems mostly unmentioned in what passes for God-talk, not just on our campuses, but in our whole culture. We hear lots of talk about a pushy God who always sides with us against our enemies. We hear lots of talk about a popular God who promises to “expand our territory” and make us feel good all the time if we just pray right. We hear lots of talk about a God who only welcomes people who believe and live like us. But we don’t hear much talk about the God who stretched out both arms on the hard wood of a cross to embrace the whole world in inexhaustible love. We don’t hear much talk about a God who meets us in the faces of strangers. We don’t hear much talk about a God whose very life is the shape of Jesus’ life. 
So it’s time we spoke up. It’s time we started inviting God into our conversations, welcoming God in the faces of strangers and critics and teachers and guests. It’s time we opened our lives to break bread with people who aren’t like us. It’s time we stopped talking about God as if God weren’t there and started inviting even the most peculiar people to share the mystery of God’s common life with us in Jesus Christ. It’s time to share good news of a “vibrant, inclusive” God who’s moving among us right now. Alleluia, Christ is risen.
