
Let us begin with a prayer by Dag Hammarskjold:  Thou who art over us, thou who art one of 

us, thou who art: Give us a pure heart that we may see thee, a humble heart that we may 

hear thee; a heart of love that we may serve thee; a heart of faith that we may abide in thee.  

Amen. 
 

It was the Monday after Easter and three pastors were taking a break from their busy schedules.  

They decided to go fishing together.  Relaxing on a boat in the middle of the lake, they talked 

about their churches and their ministry.  They also enjoyed long periods of silence.   

 

After one such moment, the Presbyterian pastor spoke up and said, “Friends, I need to confess 

something.  Holy week was so busy and I had two funerals and several meetings, I just didn’t 

have time to write a sermon.  Without telling the congregation, I copied one from the internet.”  

The other two pastors nodded understandingly and resumed fishing. 

 

After another period of silence, the Baptist minister spoke up and said, “I likewise need to 

confess something.  On one of those beautiful spring days, I called in sick and spent the whole 

day playing golf.”  The other two pastors again nodded understandingly and resumed fishing. 

 

After a long silence, the Presbyterian and Baptist ministers turned to the Methodist pastor and 

said, “We’ve both shared our shortcomings.  Isn’t there something you would like to confess? 

 

The Methodist pastor responded, “My biggest sin is that I love to gossip and right now I can’t 

wait to get off this boat and tell everyone what I just heard!” 

 

Ever have one of those stories that you can’t wait to tell someone?  It might be great joke that 

you know the person will appreciate.  It might be an encouraging story that you know will lift 

someone’s spirits.  It might be something that happened in your day and you just can’t wait to 

tell someone about it.  Such a moment is at the heart of this morning’s gospel lesson. 

 

It begins with two disciples walking to the city of Emmaus.  Scholars believe that this destination 

was about 7.5 miles from Jerusalem.  It was always safest to walk together, which provided a bit 

of safety and security.  These two disciples are walking and talking, trying to make sense out of 

what they have just witnessed. 

 

During this time, Jesus approaches and is welcomed by the disciple Cleopas.  At this point, 

however, they are unable to recognize that it is Jesus. 

 

Let’s pause at this point in the story.  We might question why it is that they cannot recognize 

Jesus.  After all, they were just talking about Jesus, trying to make sense of his life.  Now he is 

right there in front of them and they don’t realize it.  How can this be? 

 

I think it is indicative of the ways in which the Divine comes to us.  God is often very subtle.  In 

reading Wangari Maathai’s new book, “Replenishing the Earth,” she quotes two astronauts.  

James Irwin, the eighth person to walk on the moon said this of his view of the earth from space: 

“That beautiful, warm, living object looked so fragile, so delicate, that if you touched it with a 



finger it would crumble and fall apart.  Seeing this has to change a man, has to make a man 

appreciate the creation of God and the love of God.” 

 

Edgar Mitchell, the sixth man on the moon said, “My view of our planet was a glimpse of 

divinity.” 

 

In a thousand unexpected ways, God meets us in our daily lives.  Some as simple as walking 

upon this holy ground, but it is easy to overlook God’s presence.  As was stated in the opening 

prayer, “Seldom does God come with flash and thunder.”  Most of the time, it is in subtle ways 

that we have to pay attention to or we will easily miss it. 

 

The disciples are walking alongside Jesus, but they fail to notice it.  We walk in God’s presence 

each and every day…not only when we come to church, but at home, in our world, in the loving 

relationships, in the kindness given and received, but we can continue along our ways without 

realizing that presence. 

 

So these two travelers welcome this stranger into their midst.  When he asks what they were 

talking about, they begin to explain these mysteries about Jesus.  They thought he was the 

Messiah.  They had high hopes.  Perhaps these disciples were among the crowd that welcomed 

him into Jerusalem on Palm Sunday with the high expectations that he would soon be declared 

king.  When that didn’t happen, they were left with the uncertainty of figuring out what went 

wrong. 

 

They explain everything from his life, his teachings, his ministry and the hope that he instilled in 

them.  But this was all dashed by his death.  Nobody seemed to see that coming.  It was the 

unexpected moment that took their breath away.   

 

Then, to top it all off, a few of the women had come to them to say that the tomb was empty.  

They are simply trying to understand what happened. 

 

This is the point at which Jesus begins to explain things.  It says that he went all the way back to 

Moses and the prophets talking about the Messiah.  Luke doesn’t give us the details of that 

conversation, but then to do so would have filled another book.  Perhaps Jesus explained how 

God cared for the people and heard their cries when they were slaves in Egypt.  Maybe he told 

about their fears and how God comforted them in times of crisis.  Maybe he reminded them of 

that oft used Hebrew word, “hesed” which means steadfast love as a way of explaining what God 

was doing.  His purpose is to show that Jesus was following that example that goes well back 

into the holy scriptures as a living example of God’s love and mercy and care.  Jesus embodied 

what they had long known. 

 

When they arrived at their destination, the two disciples stopped for the night.  It would have 

been unsafe to travel after dark.  This was as far as they would go.  But, Jesus continued onward.  

The commentaries point out that his actions were a common practice.  One would never impose 

upon the hospitality of another.  The formal process would be to continue onward and wait for 

the hosts to offer a place to stay.  And even then, the stranger was obliged to decline saying that 



they didn’t want to impose.  At this point, Jesus and these disciples are simply fulfilling their 

proper societal roles. 

 

But when the formalities are complete, Jesus remains with the travelers and they sit down 

together for a meal.  Remember that up to this time, these travelers have been unaware of who 

they were walking with.  But at the moment that they sit down to eat, something happens.  When 

Jesus breaks the bread and shares the meal with them, their eyes are opened.  They recognize 

him for the first time.  It is Jesus there at the table with them.  And it says that at that moment 

Jesus disappeared.  I always like to imagine that there is a moment of recognition in which 

silence filled the room and the jaws of the disciples dropped to the floor.  And in that moment 

Jesus smiled an impish grin and gave them each a little wink before he disappeared from sight. 

 

And then it all made sense.  Not only the things he was teaching them on the road, but all of his 

life.  They understood how God’s love was manifest in his life.  They understood how God’s 

mercy was present in his example.  They understood how God’s kindness was present in his 

teaching.  For a brief moment, the life and story which had seemed like such a mystery made 

sense to them.  And with that understanding, they had a new task.  They had to go share this 

story with the others.  They had to explain to them what they had come to see.  The story that 

they thought they knew so well, a story that ended in death and disappointment, had a different 

ending.   

 

So these two disciples, at one point settled in for the night, returned to the road, returned to 

where they started, returned to their friends to tell this new ending to the story.  Like the 

gossiping pastor in the boat, they couldn’t wait to get back to Jerusalem to tell the others what 

they now understood. 

 

That is the deeper meaning of the Emmaus Road story.  The story of Jesus’ life which seemed to 

have come to its conclusion had a fresh beginning.  The good news of all of this is that this new 

beginning isn’t just about Jesus.  It is true for all our lives.  It is what God offers to all our 

stories. 

 

Think back to those stories that have defined your life, the negative stories that you may have 

learned a long time ago.  You don’t belong.  No matter what you do it isn’t good enough.  You 

have to be perfect.  The comparative stories---you’re not as pretty as…you’re not as talented 

as…you’re not as good as…  Oh, those stories how they can haunt us, burden us, make us feel 

less than who we are.  We have become so accustomed to these stories that we accept them as 

absolute truth. 

But what we experience along the road to Emmaus is that God is always re-writing the stories.  

The disappointments don’t have to remain so.  The past doesn’t have to define our present nor 

our future.  The mistakes we have made do not get to burden our future choices. 

The comedian Tony Hendra wrote a book a few years ago entitled “Father Joe.”  While the book 

is autobiographical, it is also about a kind priest who was a great anchor in his turbulent life.  

Tony was a very successful writer and performer, but there was often an emptiness in his life.  



He was always searching for something that seemed elusive.  Happiness was always somewhere 

else.  In those moments, he would return to his friend and spiritual guide, Father Joe.  Hendra 

found that Father Joe was a good listener, slow to judge and filled with wisdom. 

At one point Hendra came to visit Father Joe and spoke of his emptiness in life.  With great 

honesty, he confessed his shortcomings.  After listening at length, Father Joe said, “These are 

great imperfections, dear.  But they are not really what you want to say, are they?”   

Tony dug deeper into his life and acknowledged that throughout his lifetime he had never really 

known how to love others.  He had pushed away those people who cared about him.  He had 

walked away from folks who were his friends.  He admitted that this was just the way he had 

always been. 

With great thoughtfulness Father Joe said to him, “Tony, dear, you will only be able to love 

when you understand how much you are loved.  You are loved, dear, with a 

limitless…fathomless…all-embracing love.”  He pronounced forgiveness to Tony, made the sign 

of the cross upon his forehead and then the two sat together in silence. 

Throughout a lifetime, Tony had been living with the story that he couldn’t get too close to 

people, that he was incapable of love, that he would forever push people away.  But, it didn’t 

have to be this way.  The story could have a different ending.  In fact, thanks to the lifelong 

friendship of this kind priest, he could see a different story taking shape in his life.  He was 

capable of loving others, of being loved, of recognizing his own self-worth.   

That is what happens on the road to Emmaus.  Not just for Jesus, not just for those disciples, but 

for all of us.  It is a chance to change our story, to see new possibilities, to recognize what is right 

there in front of us but which we too often fail to realize.  Whatever negative stories, whatever 

hurtful narratives have been at work, there is always the possibility of a new chapter. 

We are all on our own unique journey to Emmaus.  And whether we realize it or not, God is 

walking alongside us.  As much as we may think we know all that lies ahead and how this story 

ends, God offers us something different, a story that is unexpected and joyful and worth 

repeating to all with whom we travel. 


