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Emmaus

Luke 24:13-17

13 Now on that same day two of them were going to a village called Emmaus, about 
seven miles from Jerusalem, 14and talking with each other about all these things that had 
happened. 15While they were talking and discussing, Jesus himself came near and went 
with them, 16but their eyes were kept from recognizing him. 17And he said to them, ‘What 
are you discussing with each other while you walk along?’ They stood still, looking sad. 

So—starting today and continuing through the next 3 Sundays, the middle of our worship 
time will look a bit different than we are accustomed to.  We are going to be reviewing 
and discussing the work the Strategic Planing group recently finished.  Their work 
involved 4 related tasks.  They first created a draft Statement of Values—that is, they 
outlined the principles they discerned to be already guiding us in our life together.  From 
there they drafted a Vision Statement and a Mission Statement—one line expressions of 
who we are and where we are going.  And then for good measure, they spent time 
considering this congregations’s strengths and weaknesses—what do we do well and 
where our growing edges are, in other words.

My job during the sermon time, over these 4 weeks, will be to dance with the themes and 
ideas the committee put on paper; to lay down the Scriptural foundation for the work they 
did.  I want to show you how these values and visions are connected to the gospel story 
and to Jesus’ calling to us to “be the church” in Darlington in the specific and trying times 
we find ourselves in right now. 

Following the sermon each week, Fritz Hirsbrunner will lead us in conversation about 
each area of the committee’s work.  Our goal is to draw all of our church members into 
this conversation, to make sure we haven’t missed anything, and to develop a strong 
consensus on this congregation’s goals and plans for the future.  Much of this work is 
aimed at helping the pastoral search committee to do it’s own work in finding a new 
pastor, which is one reason why what we are doing is so important.  If we can agree—



most of us, anyway, on where we want to go, we will have taken a giant step toward 
wisely choosing a leader to help us get there.

So we don’t want you to be passive listeners.  We want you to be active conversation 
partners.  We want to hear your voices, your ideas and your questions.  So please, don’t 
be shy.  Speak up.  

That’s where we are heading.  We begin this morning, as you heard in Joan’s Scripture 
reading, walking down the road to Emmaus on the afternoon of the first Easter.  The story 
continues like this:

Luke 24:18-35

18Then 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?’ 
19He 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, 20and how our 
chief priests and leaders handed him over to be condemned to death and crucified him. 
21But 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. 22Moreover, some women of our group 
astounded us. They were at the tomb early this morning, 23and 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. 24Some 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.’ 25Then he said to them, ‘Oh, how 
foolish you are, and how slow of heart to believe all that the prophets have declared! 
26Was it not necessary that the Messiah should suffer these things and then enter into his 
glory?’ 27Then beginning with Moses and all the prophets, he interpreted to them the 
things about himself in all the scriptures.
28 As they came near the village to which they were going, he walked ahead as if he 
were going on. 29But 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. 30When he was 
at the table with them, he took bread, blessed and broke it, and gave it to them. 31Then 
their eyes were opened, and they recognized him; and he vanished from their sight. 
32They 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?’ 33That same hour they got up 
and returned to Jerusalem; and they found the eleven and their companions gathered 



together. 34They were saying, ‘The Lord has risen indeed, and he has appeared to Simon!’ 
35Then they told what had happened on the road, and how he had been made known to 
them in the breaking of the bread.

What do you do when everything has been turned upside down?

The friends and followers of Jesus had experienced the end of their world the Friday 
before, the depths of depression on that dark Saturday and strange rumors on Sunday 
morning that something unbelievable might be afoot.  They are stuck in the middle of—
something.  They can’t imagine what.

What was is no more.  What is coming is unknown.  What is happening is a mystery.

What do you do when your world has been turned on its head?

Cleopas  and  his  friend  decide  to  go  home;  walking  the  7  miles  from  Jerusalem  to 
Emmaus.  (I like to think this “friend” was his wife and I call her Hannah because that’s a 
good Hebrew name.)  Along the way they are deep in a conversation that I imagine went 
something like this:

I had such high hopes…he really seemed like the one, didn’t he…why did he have to 
die…where do you suppose the body is…was Mary telling the truth—about the angels, I 
mean…nah, she’s hysterical, like the disciples said…I don’t think so.  She’s got a good 
head and she was very close to him…but why did he have to die…we had such high 
hopes…

A stranger walks up beside them, listening in on the conversation.  We know who the 
stranger is, but they don’t.  They are kept from recognizing him, Luke says.   The time is 
not right.  

When will the time be right? 

What are you talking about? he asks.

Don’t you know what’s gone on? they reply.

No, he says.  Tell me.



And they tell him—all about himself; and all about their dashed hopes; their unbearable 
disappointment.  They tell him how puzzled they are, they and everyone else, by Mary’s 
story of the empty tomb and the angels.

And the stranger listens.  Uh huh; I see; That must have been hard; What do you think 
that means; They said that!  Ah, yes; I see.

And then,  with what I  am sure was a gentle smile and a kind tone in his voice,  the 
stranger interrupts:

You know, he says, there’s more to this story.  I really think you’re missing something.

What? they ask.  What are we missing?

The stranger then begins with Moses, Luke says—the first 5 books of their Bible, and 
then goes through all the prophets—Isaiah, Jeremiah, all the way to Malachi.

Book by book, chapter by chapter, over this 7 mile hike, he “opens the scriptures” to 
them.  Luke says their hearts begin to burn with excitement as they listen.  And now it’s 
their turn to react—

Moses said that?; What do you mean? Are you sure?  How come no one else ever told us 
this?  But…but!; Ah… I see.

This goes on for three hours.

Now here’s what I find interesting in this account.  This is the afternoon of Easter—the 
first Easter; the day of Resurrection.  The most important day since God said “Let there 
be light” all the way back in the beginning.

And what does Jesus do?  He spends 3 hours of that first day on a leisurely stroll through 
the countryside chatting about Old Testament theology with 2 of his followers who, by 
the way, we never hear from again. He could have gone anywhere—but he went there, to 
be with them.

I think, perhaps, this is important.

During  the  Planing  group’s  discussions  one  question  came  up  several  times.   It’s  a 
question we hear in churches a lot  these days—especially in small  churches in small 
towns and rural settings.  “Are we even going to survive?  Everything is changing.  Can 



we—are we willing to—adapt to this new world?  Can we stay alive in all that is swirling 
around us?”  

In tone, very close to the questions Cleopas and Hannah were asking each other.

And surviving as a church is  a concern that  gains a stronger voice for churches like 
Immanuel when they are in an interim time.  What you had is gone.  What is coming is 
unknown.  And the present is a mystery.

What do you do when your world is turned upside down?

Well, according to your Strategic Planning committee, you listen; and you walk together 
into whatever is coming.

On the statement of values created by the planning group, listening is listed first: “We 
strive to listen for God’s word and to be open to the direction of God’s Spirit,” is what 
they wrote.  

To listen and to be open implies a settled trust that there is someone to listen to and to 
take direction from.  It means believing, as we are fond of saying in the UCC, that “God 
is still  speaking” and that listening is not a fruitless endeavor—there is a word to be 
heard.

This trust, that if we listen we will hear God speak, grew into what I think is a beautiful 
vision  statement—beautiful  in  part  because  it  carries  a  double  meaning.   “Walking 
Together in an Ever Changing World” is how they phrased the vision.  Acknowledging 
the ever changing nature of things, it envisions us walking side by side, like Cleopas and 
Hannah on their way to Emmaus, holding each other up in their misery and mystery and 
hope.  But it also envisions all of us walking together with Jesus, as Cleopas and Hannah 
did when the stranger joined them along the way and, without them realizing it at first, 
offered the direction of the Holy Spirit  to help them navigate their  own difficult,  in-
between time.

In this story as, I believe, in our story, Jesus shows up.  

In uncertain times; with ordinary people.   



In this new, Easter colored world—darkened by Covid but sparkling with Resurrection, 
the Emmaus story tells us that Jesus thinks a simple conversation with friends just like us 
is worth having.

That, I would say, is remarkable.

And hopeful.

And welcome.

Our task, of course, is to listen; to keep our hearts and minds open.

And to walk—together—into whatever changes and challenges the future holds.

And I promise you there will be changes and challenges.  (More on that next week.)

Hanna and Cleopas arrive at Emmaus.  It’s already getting dark.  The stranger—he’s still 
a stranger to them, remember, makes like he wants to walk on alone.

But Cleopas says, “No, don’t go.  Look, it’s already very late.  Stay with us!”  He urges 
him “strongly”, Luke says. 

The stranger consents and soon they are in the house, sitting together around the supper 
table.  No doubt, Cleopas and Hannah are being hospitable on purpose.  They have so 
many more questions to ask.

But there, at the table, the stranger does something odd—yet oddly familiar.  They’ve 
seen this before—somewhere.

He takes a loaf of bread in his hands.  I wonder, do they see the scars?

He blesses the bread and breaks it and gives it to them.  

And the time is right.

Right there, in the everyday act of sharing food, their eyes are opened.  They recognize 
him.

And right there at the table, when the bread is broken, Resurrection happens.

Again.    Amen.


