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“Peekaboo!”
Easter may seem like a lifetime ago but here in the church we’re still celebrating.  And in the story from Luke you just heard, it’s still Easter Sunday.  Cleopas and his unnamed companion are on their way to Emmaus; it’s late afternoon.  That morning, Cleopas and his companion overheard the women telling the disciples that Jesus was alive.   So, Cleopas and his companion ran to the tomb with the hope that they might see Jesus there.  But they didn’t, and now that the day is winding down, they’re beginning to doubt the women’s report.  They suspect that Jesus is really dead after all. “We had hoped that he would be the one to save Israel,” Cleopas said.
The Emmaus story is a great story.  There’s something in there for all of us.  For anyone who’s ever uttered the words:  “We had hoped” there is something in there for you.  For anyone who has ever said:
 

We had hoped the family could be together for the holiday…

We had hoped that the first signs of forgetfulness were nothing to worry about.

We had hoped the shadow on the CAT scan was just a false alarm.

We had hoped the company would rebound… 

We had hoped we could work things out.

For anyone who’s ever uttered the words:  “We had hoped”, this story is for you.  For you have walked the Emmaus road.

But it’s also a wonderful story-an appropriate story-to hear on the day we celebrate a baptism.  If there is 1 message I’d like to impart to Samantha (and perhaps her parents can remind her of these words since she won’t remember anything I said today!), it is this:  that as you live the life of a Christian, newly baptized today, you won’t always understand where the Christian life is leading you.  And that’s OK.  Just remember that God is with you, at your side, even when you don’t know it.  Remember, too, that just like Cleopas, there will be times in your life when you’re awestruck, reverent, discouraged, hopeful, and uncertain, because to live a life of faith is to feel all of these emotions.  And that’s OK, too.
I often think that being a Christian is like being a traveler.  You’re always on a journey.  Sometimes that journey will take you to places you love, where life is good and worries are scarce and life seems so certain.  At other times the journey takes you to places that are a little foreign and uncomfortable and people speak a language you don’t understand.

In his wonderful poem “The Road Less Traveled” Robert Frost wrote:

Two roads diverged in a wood, and I—
I took the one less traveled by,
And that has made all the difference.

It’s my hope for you, Samantha, that the road you’ll begin traveling today will make all the difference for you and, therefore, will make all the difference in the lives of other people.  Because if there’s anything we learn from Jesus and his ministry, it’s that he was constantly on the move helping other people.

When we meet up with Jesus in today’s story, he’s trying to help Cleopas and his companion.  They’re pretty down, because for all they know their dear friend Jesus is dead and therefore all the hopes and dreams they had for a new life are dead, too.

We don’t know why Cleopas and his friend were traveling to Emmaus.  And quite honestly, we don’t know much about that little town.    Frederick Buechner has written evocatively in “The Magnificent Defeat” of the many ways we seek to find a place, an Emmaus, to run to when we have lost hope or don't know what to do, the place of escape, of forgetting, of giving up, of deadening our senses and our minds and maybe our hearts, too.  Emmaus, he writes, is “the place we go in order to escape-a bar, a movie, wherever it is we throw up our hands and say, “Let the whole darned thing go hang.  It makes no difference anyway.”  Emmaus, he says, may be buying a new suit or a new car or smoking more cigarettes than you really want, or reading a second-rate novel or even writing one.  Emmaus may be going to church on Sunday.  Emmaus is whatever we do or wherever we go to make ourselves forget that the world holds nothing sacred.”
  Emmaus is found in the ordinary places and experiences of our lives, and in the places to which we retreat when life is too much for us.

I tend to think life had gotten to be too much for Cleopas.  Being a close follower of Jesus, his grief over the death of his friend was probably fresh and raw as he walked that road.  His life could have been in peril, too, if the authorities knew of his close allegiance to Jesus.  And now that he’s gone, what is he supposed to do?  Go back to life as he knew it pre-Jesus, the life with little hope for the future?  Given the intensity of emotions that surrounded him, maybe it shouldn’t come as a surprise that Cleopas didn’t recognize Jesus.  Maybe he couldn’t see through all the tears he had shed, I don’t know. 

Many years ago, I was asked by someone how it was that Cleopas and his companion didn’t recognize Jesus.  While the person didn’t ask explicitly what was behind the question, I sensed what she was trying to ask were questions like: Was he unrecognizable after the crucifixion?  Had his body taken a different form after the resurrection?  Things like that.
I don’t remember my answer, but I’m pretty sure it was a lame one.  It wasn’t until a few weeks later, when I was experiencing my own road to Emmaus, just after Terry and I had to put to sleep my beloved dog Roxanne, did the answer come to me.  It was a Thursday, a beautiful spring day, and we driving home from the vet, having just said goodbye to Roxanne for the last time.  We decided to stop at Sugar Creek Gardens in Kirkwood.  I don’t know why, because we weren’t much in the mood to shop for plants.  But we stopped.  There, I found a lovely small statue of a dog that resembled Roxanne, which was quite extraordinary since Roxanne was a mutt of 57 varieties.  Deciding it would make a nice marker in the yard, we picked it up and I think it was then that a very nice clerk, who could clearly see we were upset, came over to help us.  That’s when I saw her nametag: Roxanne.
Whenever I read the story of Emmaus, I think about that day.  Because that’s when the meaning of the story came to me: that the Emmaus story isn’t an eyewitness story, and the question to ask isn’t “How come they didn’t recognize Jesus?”  Instead, the story is a parable about how God meets us where we are and walks beside us on our hopeful days and our hopeless days.

The story teaches us that Christ journeys with us, whether we know that or not, realize that or not, or recognize that or not.

He goes on then to say, “The truth of the Emmaus story (or any of the Easter stories), does not depend on their being literally or historically factual.”  

Or, as Frederick Buechner says, “in the last analysis what convinced the people that Jesus had risen from the dead was not the absence (or presence) of his corpse but his living presence.  And so it has been ever since.” 

The truth of the story lies in the fact that Christians experience the living Jesus in prayer, worship, communion, other people, and the daily stuff of our lives.  We experience the living Jesus when we extend a helping hand, open our doors to the stranger, welcome people who think and look and act differently than us, feed the poor, shelter the homeless, speak out against injustice, and just try to build God’s kingdom right here on earth.  In all of these things we experience the living Christ.

When Jesus told Cleopas and his friend the wonderful stories from the Old Testament, he told them stories of hope.  And when he did that he showed them that there was still hope for a better life, that their dreams didn’t die but were alive and well and walking along beside them.

When we look at the world around us it might not always seem that way, though.  The nightly news is filled with horrific stories and sometimes we wonder where God is in the midst of all them.  But I believe that God is right there in the middle of them all.  We can’t always see God, but God is there-right there.

In his book The Dance of Hope, William Frey, retired Episcopal bishop from Colorado, recalls how he volunteered to read to an older student named John, who was blind. 

One day, Bishop Frey said, I just had to ask him, “How did you lose your eyesight?” “A chemical explosion,” John answered, “at the age of thirteen.” Still curious, Frey asked John, “How did that make you feel?” 

John responded, with brutal honesty, “Life felt like it was over for me, I felt helpless and I hated God with all my heart. For the first six months, I did nothing but stay in my room and I ate all my meals alone, by my choice. Then a curious thing happened. One day my father entered my room and said, ‘John, winter’s coming and the storm windows need to be up. That’s your job. I want those hung by the time I get back this evening or else.’” 

Then John’s father turned and walked out of the room and slammed the door. John reported that he was so angry that he was thinking, “Who does he think he is? Who does he think I am? I’m blind.” He was so furious, he decided to do it. “I’ll show them. I’m gonna try to do it and I’m gonna be not only blind, but I’m gonna be paralyzed, ’cause I’m gonna fall. I’ll get them.” 

He felt his way to the garage and found the windows and located the necessary tools. He found the ladder, and all the while he was muttering under his breath, “I’ll show them. I’ll fall, and they’ll have a blind and paralyzed son. That’ll be great payback.” 

Eventually, he did complete the goal, the assignment; he did get the windows up before evening. But the assignment achieved more than that. It achieved the father’s goal as well. John reported that it was at that point that he slowly realized that he could still work and even more so that he could begin to reconstruct his life.

As John continued to tell Bill Frey his story, John’s eyes, his blind eyes began to mist. “Seven years later, I learned that something else important had happened that day, that the entire day my father was no more than three or four feet from me.”

Kenneth, no matter what else you take from this day and what you have learned over the past couple of months, may you take the message that God is never more than 3 or 4 feet from you.  And just like the young man in the story, even when it may not seem like it, God is at your side, cheering you on, always wants what is best for you, feels your pain and discouragement when that doesn’t happen, but always provides hope.


If the Bible is about hospitality, hospitality, hospitality, we might hear and tell this story as one of hospitality and its deeper meaning. Hospitality isn't a condescending or begrudging, dutiful sharing (preferably from our excess, not our substance); it's a kind of openness and welcoming to change and the new learning change brings (however uncomfortable and perhaps even painful).  Hospitality and openness make transformation possible, brought to us from the most unexpected places by the most unlikely people, perhaps even strangers? If we know that we must see Jesus "in the least of these," how can we not share our table and its abundance with all who are hungry, in one way or another? In what ways have you known hunger, both physical and spiritual? Who was the unexpected person who shared with you, and transformed your life? 

� New Interpreter’s Bible, Volume 9, p. 482.





