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Before I begin this sermon, I have to apologize to my wife: what I’m about to say will completely ruin one of her favorite party tricks. We used to love pulling this on friends when we were sitting in the cafeteria at school, wasting time before our next class. We’d get two forks and lay them on the table, positioning them at just the right angle in relation to each other. Then we’d take our hands back, slowly, from the forks and rest our fingers on the edge of the table. And then we’d say: “This represents a number between zero and ten. What number is this?” Our friends would look at proportions and guess, look at how many points of contact and guess, try to make out what number it should look like and guess, or just give up and guess. And then we’d do it all over again. As time went on, we’d get less and less careful with the placement, and slowly but surely, someone would figure it out and start getting the answers right. And then one more person would get it, and then one more. But so many times, there was just one person sitting there who, no matter how hard he or she tried, just couldn’t get it. Finally, after everyone had gotten it or given up, we’d reveal the secret: the forks had nothing to do with the number! But every time we finished setting them up, we’d leave a certain number of fingers hanging on the edge of the table: maybe two, or six, or four, or none at all. And that was the number. Once the trick was revealed, they completely understood - and the challenge of the game disappeared. The answer had been right in front of everyone the whole time.

In this passage we read, the two followers of Jesus were also missing something that was hidden in plain sight: the presence of Jesus. What’s amazing to me as I read this passage is that these two people didn’t see what was coming. We’ve heard the Easter story over and over again: The stone gets rolled away, angels appear overhead saying that Jesus is risen, and the body is not in the tomb. These are all familiar signs for us that Jesus has been resurrected. And why wouldn’t they be? Every time we hear the story, 1) the stone gets rolled away, 2) angels appear, and 3) the body isn’t there, and every time the story ends the same way: Jesus is risen! So it’s no surprise to us that when we hear the story of the women at the tomb, we are very quick to believe them: these are three tried and true symptoms of a resurrected Messiah! But these two travelers don’t seem to “get it.” They are burdened with sorrow. And can we blame them? They stuck their necks out by following Jesus and hanging out with his disciples. But now their leader has been killed, executed as a criminal. Their movement has been decimated, and what’s more, they have to look over their own shoulders too, in case someone decides that they also are blasphemers. They had hoped that Jesus would restore Israel, but it seems that that wasn’t the case: The life and witness of Jesus is over, and God has moved on. And now, it looks like someone has stolen Jesus’ body, probably to desecrate it - and some members of their group are going hysterical, saying that Jesus is alive again. All this just deepens their grief over the death of their teacher, resulting in their fallen faces as they trudge along to Emmaus.


Now I think that most of us, at time, understand exactly how these travelers feel. We may not fear for our personal safety as much on a daily basis, but we do experience the fear that God has stopped working through Christ in the world. It seems obvious: war consumes our society and our world, death is exalted and life is devalued, storms and earthquakes kill and destroy, governments oppress their people to the point of starvation and execution – not to mention the financial, relational, and health problems that we experience ourselves. In a world where so much evil and suffering occurs, it seems that Jesus has died and the world has moved on. 

Many experience these same feeling about our Presbyterian denomination. All the evidence points in the right direction: The PC(USA) has lost half of its members in the past 40 years, down to around 2 million from four and a quarter, with more being lost as churches leave to join other denominations or movements. Our congregations are small and aging with too much property to maintain, and we can’t seem to agree on much of anything. And if you ask ten Presbyterians to tell you what the mission of the Presbyterian Church is, you’ll get ten different answers. All of these things are cited by the former Stated Clerk Cliff Kirkpatrick in his booklet titled “Is there a future for the Presbyterian Church USA?” He gathers all of these reasons to tell us that the way we used to do church doesn’t seem to work anymore. The boom years of the 50s and early 60s have given way to a new era. The symptoms we are experiencing now have led many to diagnose the church as deathly ill.

When the travelers encountered Jesus, they too imagined that their movement was deathly ill. They didn’t even know that they had encountered Jesus, they thought they found just some stranger who didn’t know anything – but they didn’t know anything about this stranger either. This theme of “not knowing” is typical for Luke’s writing: Luke is also the only gospel to record Jesus saying “Forgive them, for they know not what they do.” Of course, as a student, a “not knowing” motif really appeals to me. But what these travelers did know was what they believed about Jesus, what they told the stranger as an early form of a confession of faith: Jesus of Nazareth, a prophet mighty in deed and word before God and all the people, was delivered to the leaders and authorities to be condemned to death and crucified. But then they said, “we were hoping that he would redeem Israel, but this happened three days ago and now his body’s gone, and no one other than the women has seen a vision of Jesus.”

Now since it’s Mother’s Day, I’d like to pause my sermon for a moment to take note of something. The women were the ones to whom Jesus first appeared. And they saw what was going on, believed, and told others. But the others didn’t believe them, and had to go see for themselves. Now my mom used to call this “selective listening.” And I’m really good at it. She would specifically tell me that such and such was going to happen if I did this, or that I’d get in trouble if I didn’t clean this or finish this chore by the time she got home. Sure enough, whatever she’d predicted would happen, or I’d forget to do the one thing she asked me to do before she got back home. So, in return for all of those times, I wanted to lift up the memories we may have of our mothers speaking truth for the good of their children, even when the children didn’t listen or understand. The women in this story were also speaking truth to the disciples, but the disciples were employing “selective listening,” or at least “selective believing.” These women were declaring life in the midst of death - the life of the resurrected Christ in the midst of the disciples’ grief over Jesus’ death. Now, not all of us have good memories of our mothers, but we can lift up the one thing we all received from our mothers: the life they gave us, a new life in the middle of a broken world that too often isn’t ready to receive words of life.

And so Jesus, the ultimate word of life, was listening to the travelers tell him his own story, as if he were a stranger who hadn’t been paying attention to current events. But once they had finished telling him their story, this “stranger” amazed them by opening their minds to new possibilities. He explained to them how God was still working in their world, and in doing so, transformed their perspectives. So it’s no surprise that when they reached their destination, they invited this stranger in for a meal. And as they sat down to eat, he took a loaf of bread, said a prayer over it, and broke it to give to them: and at that moment they saw, just for an instant, that this person they had spent their afternoon with was, in fact, Jesus Christ. And then he was gone.


That moment of revelation, I would argue, cannot be had outside of the grace of God. In fact, this whole story reveals God’s grace in the midst of tragedy and hopelessness. The ones who had given up on Jesus encountered him in a new and different way: and in that experience, they discovered that despite the deep grief that had overtaken them, they could still extend a helping hand to a stranger who had much to teach them. And by reaching out to another and looking forward as well as looking back, they saw Jesus in a new light. In this moment, the work of transformation that had been building up the entire day finally happened. And this transformation, this new life that they experienced in that moment overwhelmed them and made them get up and run all the way back to Jerusalem – which is not a short run, I promise you – and tell the disciples and everyone there what Jesus had done in their lives. When they allowed themselves to encounter God’s grace in an unexpected time and place, they had no choice but to share it.

Like these travelers, I would like to propose that our church, as a whole, also has the opportunity to see Jesus in a new light. As the passage we read from Peter tells us, Christ was not just made manifest to these travelers or to the other disciples: Christ is made manifest, made apparent to us too. For those of you who know Cliff, you will not be surprised to hear that the booklet on the future of the church ends on a high note. The PC(USA), he writes, has a strong and flexible theological foundation, a deep commitment to “building a better world for all of God’s people,” both in this country and around the world, a strong focus on seminary educated clergy, and an understanding that we, like the two travelers on the road to Emmaus, have much to learn from “strangers:” people outside our church or tradition who nevertheless are committed to serving God and loving their neighbors. These rays of hope allow us to have a new perspective on who Jesus is and what God is doing in our church. They free our minds to new possibilities, a new life in Christ for the entire church, new life through what the Belhar confession that we are about to read calls “God’s life-giving Word and Spirit.” 
And this life-giving Word and Spirit works in our own individual lives, too. The author of Peter writes, “you have been born anew . . . through the living and abiding word of God.” And when we embrace Christ’s call to love our neighbor as ourselves, we may see Christ in a new light, in the face of a stranger, just as these two did in Emmaus. As Susan Cherwein reminds us in the hymn we are about to sing, “When we are walking, doubtful and dreading, blinded by sadness, slowness of heart, yet Christ walks with us, ever awaiting our invitation: Stay, do not part.” Despite evidence to the contrary, Christ’s work in the world is not done – and how could it be done, if we are the body of Christ, doing Christ’s work in the world? God’s spirit moves through us, through the body of Christ, to transform us so that we can see Christ in a new light, hear Christ, feel Christ. And when we allow ourselves to perceive Christ in this new way, allow ourselves to be surprised by God’s grace, and allow that grace to transform us, our only possible response will be to share this grace with others, because we believe that God’s love goes out to everyone. This doesn’t mean we take God’s grace as an opportunity to attack others or boast to others or claim that we know everything, but that we invite others in with us to see Christ too because maybe, just maybe, we might be able to see Christ in these others, too.

So this is where that metaphor that I set up at the beginning begins to break down. Once our party trick was over and everyone knew how to guess the number, everything had been revealed. The only thing left to do is to share the game with others. When we have the opportunity to see Christ in a new light, to see God in a new light, our reaction is often to run and tell others, too - but not because everything has been revealed. We want to spread the new light, the new life of Christ precisely because everything has not been revealed, because we see more light breaking forth from God’s word. Not because we think we know everything, but because we’ve just been shown exactly how little we do know. Because seeing Christ in a new light gives us hope for ourselves, hope for the world, hope for humanity, and hope for the future.
