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The story of the two disciples meeting Jesus on the Emmaus Road  

 is many people’s favorite resurrection tale,  

  wonderfully crafted, suspenseful, and mysterious.   

There is the aspect of the disciples not recognizing Jesus.   

 There is the poignant moment when they tell him  

  about the man just executed by the state.   

Who is this stranger that he could have been in Jerusalem  

 and not heard these things?   

Yet we have news reports from Brussels two weeks ago  

 about tourists who had no idea the city had been attacked,  

  so it’s possible.   

Next there are the hours of teaching along the way,  

 as Jesus interprets the scriptures to the two  

  to help them see that his death was foretold.   

It would have been the Hebrew scriptures, remember,  

 because scripture about Jesus does not yet exist.   

Wouldn’t you love to have heard what he said?   

 We who barely know what to do at times with the Old Testament?   

  Which verses he picked to talk about and why?   

   I would give so much to have been behind those three  

    eavesdropping on the road.   

Then there is the question of just who were these two disciples.   

 One has a man’s name, Cleopas and the other no name at all,  

  which suggests they were a couple, man and wife.   

   Women often go unnamed in the bible and in history.   

    We’ll never know, of course.  



Finally, there is the invitation to the stranger to stay the night,  

 and the inexplicable moment in the evening  

  when Jesus breaks bread at the table  

   then vanishes in the very instant of being recognized.   

That’s the story, but what shall we  

 take from it on this second Sunday of Eastertide?   

There are two interpretations I wrestled with this week  

 that are not just different from each other,  

  but somewhat contradictory.   

As you’ve heard me say before,  

 I don’t think that it’s a preacher’s job to settle differences,  

  or do a congregation’s thinking for them.   

   I’d much rather you heard both possibilities,  

    mulled them over for yourselves,  

     and wrestled with each one. 

 

One way, then, of seeing this story  

 is the more, let’s say “conventional” way.   

In it the church, in the form of the two disciples, “encounters Jesus  

 and learns to see him as someone other than  

  merely ‘a strange fellow traveler.’”      Texts, Yr A. p.280   

The two are just like us, people who have a tradition about Jesus  

 – remember they are already followers and they are full of talk –  

  but they move from being people with information about Jesus  

   to having an experience of personal recognition.   

“Early in the passage we learn that the two fail to identify Jesus  

 because (quote) ‘Their eyes were kept from recognizing him.’   

  God apparently has temporarily blinded them.   

   By the end of the account we read ‘that their eyes were opened,  

    and they recognized him.’   

I may have told you about the morning  



 when I was in seminary looking at photographs  

  in a book about the founding of Women of the Church.   

There was one photo from the 1920s of a group of women leaders,  

 almost all of them old women, white haired and bespectacled  

  in enormous hats and dresses with long sleeves.   

I knew from my reading that they had had a hard fight  

 to get the Southern branch of the Presbyterian church  

  to approve their organization.   

Strength and stamina showed on the women’s faces.   

 But on woman was young, the only woman with dark hair and no hat.   

  She was sitting front and center in a sleeveless dress  

   that revealed her ample arms.   

I looked at her for some time and wondered  

 how many children might have been cradled in her lap.   

Then I flipped on past.   

 About 15 minutes later by sheer happenstance 

  my eye fell on the page again, this time on the caption.   

Out jumped a name that gave me a chill:  Mrs. Paul Baldwin.   

 It was the woman in the center whom I had admired.   

  She was my own grandmother, my mother’s mom, Mema,  

   younger than I had ever seen her in life.   

Had I not read the name I would never have recognized her.   

Two disciples walk down a road with a man they have followed and loved,  

 unable to see him right beside them.   

This, then, is a story of moving from strangeness to recognition,  

 from blindness to sight, from sadness to delight.   

Jesus does two things to help with this movement,  

 this opening up of followers who don’t know they can’t see.   

The two things he does are bible study and table fellowship.   

 Both are needed if the church is going to move  

  from having ideas about Jesus to seeing him alive  



   and at work in the world. 

 

A second way to understand the story  

 also stems from the disciples not knowing who they’re looking at.   

In fact the Greek word used to describe him, par-ROI-kos,  

 is stronger than just “stranger”.   

  It can be also translated as “exile”, or even “alien”.   

“Alien” is an ugly word.  It means not only  

 that you are an unknown, (a stranger)  

  but that you are so different…you [don’t] really belong.” (1)   

   We have certainly seen that attitude toward Syrian refugees  

    and others fleeing to Europe.   

     And here the two disciples mistake their Lord for an alien.   

Now, we know that the mis-recognition was no happenstance.   

 They were “kept” from recognizing him, says Luke.   

  Christians will not find their Lord until he wishes to be found  

   and even when he is, he will still be deeply alien.   

That is so startling, let me say it again.   

 Christians will not find their Lord until he wishes to be found  

  and even when he is, he will still be deeply alien.   

This alien quality is no accident, not something to be gotten past  

 writes Edgardo Colon-Emeric of Duke Divinity School. (1)   

First, because Jesus is a true child of Israel;  

 his ancestors – Abraham, Jacob, Jeremiah – 

  all lived as aliens at one time or another.   

   Living in exile was in Jesus’ blood.   

Second, though the world came into being through him,  

 Jesus was not of this world.  He came from above,  

  and for this reason he was an alien in his own country.   

“Finally,” writes Emeric, “Jesus would be…alien because  

 he is not bound to one culture or region.   



  One does not travel to the holy land to be Christian:   

   He is made known in the breaking of bread  

    and in this way makes all lands holy.”   

This way of seeing the story Jesus being an alien or exile,  

 has deep consequences for us as the Church.   

  It suggests that we are to live as aliens, too.   

If you were listening when Jack read the first text this morning,  

 you heard Peter say “live in reverent fear during the time of your exile.”   

  (Italics mine).  The time of your exile is the Christian life here and now.   

Peter and the early Christian community believed  

 the church was to be like Jesus, pa-ROI-ki-a, strangers and aliens.   

  Pa-ROI-ki-a is the root word for both parish and parishioner.   

An American Hispanic congregation gathered one morning  

 at a river near the church to conduct several baptisms.   

As the newly baptized came out of the water  

 the pastor handed them their baptismal certificates.   

A group of Mexican men who happened to see the scene from afar  

 came by the church the next day to as the pastor  

  if the church was the place to get “fixed papers”.   

They thought the people getting baptismal certificates were getting green cards  

 that would allow illegal aliens to work in the US.   

In one sense they completely misunderstood what was happening.   

 But in another sense they recognized  

  a group of strangers like themselves  

   when they happened on that baptismal scene. 

 

Now we have our two ways of seeing things.   

 They don’t necessarily cancel each other out,  

  but they are in tension, one saying Jesus’ strangeness is to be overcome,  

   and a personal connection made,  

    the other that it should be imitated.   



Picking your favorite is certainly tempting.   

 That is what a lot of folks would do.   

The bible is a battle ground these days  

 with many people insisting that there is one way to read it  

  and it happens to be their particular way.   

But for my money expecting quick and tidy answers from scripture is to  

 treat the bible like a gum ball machine (4).   

Fortunately for us, when there are two or three or even more ways  

 to understand scripture that have real integrity,  

  Reformed tradition insists that we wrestle, wonder, pray and  

   keep all the understandings before us.   

Perhaps that’s hard for you, 

 but, once again it is supported by today’s resurrection story.   

In the story the first thing that has to happen  

 if you want to look up some evening and find Jesus by your side –  

  the first thing that has to happen  

   is for you to spend real time with scripture.   

Not by yourself.  Remember, there are three travelers in this tale.   

 Our tradition has always said read the bible privately,  

  but talk about what you read with other church members  

   as you study the bible together.   

Not just to let others talk you into their way of seeing things, either.   

 It doesn’t take any time to swallow someone else’s ideas.   

  It doesn’t take time to write down some teacher’s or pastor’s note  

   or read only what you like while passing over what troubles you.   

    Let the tension exist and it will enrich you faith, not harm it.   

Well, now we have three ways of seeing this story.   

 The two we started with and a third which says  

  wrestling seriously with scripture moves us along on the discipleship road  

   to a meeting with the risen Lord.   

    It won’t be easy, but it just might bring unexpected rewards.   



Letting more than one way of seeing things  

 dwell at once in your heart is just hard enough,  

  just demanding enough that we might be able  

   to overcome the blinding noise of our own notions.   

We just might be able to hear the unexpected sound  

 of footsteps walking next to us and a beloved voice  

  saying, “This is my body broken for you.”  AMEN. 

 

Let us pray: 

 

_______________________________________ 

I am indebted for the conventional interpretation offered in this sermon to Texts for Preaching, Year A, 
Brueggemann et. al., Westminister John Knox Press, Louisville Kentucky, 1995.  Pp. 280-281, a source I 

could not do without. 

My thanks to Edgardo Antonio Colon-Emeric of Duke University Divinity School whose suggestion that 
the church is to imitate Jesus’ alien status can be found in The Christian Century, April 5, 2005, p.18.  

The story about the Hispanic congregation also comes from this article. 

Thanks be to God for the life and work of my grandmother, Elizabeth Brasfield Balwin. 


