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Third Sunday of Easter/ April 6, 2008
“Recognizing Jesus”

Luke 24:13-35

Pastor Wayne Zschech
“Then they told what had happened on the road, and how he had been made know to them in the breaking of the bread.”

There’s a movie out in theaters called Vantage Point that only covers fifteen minutes of an event. What makes the movie interesting is those same fifteen minutes are depicted from the vantage point of eight different people involved in the event. 
Like the movie, since Easter we’ve been hearing the resurrection day story of Jesus from the vantage point of various people. At first it is from Mary Magdalene, Peter, and John. Last week it was the ten gathered in the upper room and then later, from Thomas. And today we hear the resurrection story from the vantage point of two disciples as they journey toward Emmaus on the same day or Jesus’ resurrection.
Like Mary, Jesus appears to them, but at first their eyes are kept from recognizing him. Jesus is walking with them and the disciples don’t even have a clue. When Jesus asks what they’re talking about they’re shocked that he doesn’t even know what’s been going on in Jerusalem these last few days. Jesus is perceived as clueless. 

After sadly sharing the story of Jesus’ ministry, arrest and crucifixion they confess their situation. “But we had hoped that he was the one to redeem Israel.” In their eyes, Jesus was to be the one who would free them from their Roman occupiers. Jesus was to be their nation’s Messiah. For Cleopas and the unnamed disciple, it appears as if their hope, the hope they had clung to, was now extinguished as they journey toward Emmaus, a town that was synonymous with extinguished hopes having been destroyed earlier by the Romans. 
As we gather here today, how might we be that unnamed disciple? Aren’t there hopes we fear have been extinguished as well. But we had hoped the lump wasn’t cancer. But we had hoped the infection would not have returned. But we had hoped there wouldn’t be a problem with this pregnancy. But we had hoped to be accepted to our first pick college. But we had hoped the war in Iraq would be over by now. But we had hoped grandma would have lived until the wedding. But we had hoped the marriage would not have ended in divorce. But we had hoped Villa Nova would have made it to the Final Four. But we had hoped Jesus would be the one to redeem Israel.
The problem with the hope of Cleopas and the other disciples, us included, is that their hopes were based in what they and we think is supposed to be the final outcome. The only part of the story Cleopas and the other disciple can see is the story of Israel’s occupation by Rome. They redemption they dream of the Messiah bringing is the freedom of the nation of Israel from the Empire of Rome. Their hope is in a nationalistic Messiah who would free them from a foreign power. 

The problem is Jesus came to free them, and the world, from a much greater power in our lives, the power of sin and death. Rome’s occupation of Israel was merely one manifestation of sin and death’s power in our lives. So is cancer, reoccurring infections, miscarriages, college rejections, corporate down-sizing, war, divorce, and most vividly, death itself. As the disciples journeyed toward Emmaus they didn’t yet realize the good news that Jesus being alive really was! 
That’s why Jesus began to give them the first post-resurrection Bible study. And we discover later in the story that as Jesus reads the Word of God as written in the scriptures and explains it to them the disciples hearts begin to burn. Deep inside of them they begin to understand the meaning of God’s salvation story for the world and not just the nation of Israel. They begin to comprehend that the story of Israel is one part of God’s salvation history for all of creation in all of time. 

And when they get to Emmaus they don’t want to the journey to end. They invite the scripture savvy stranger to share supper with them and stay the night. After all, to journey further at dusk when a curfew was likely in place would put the stranger at risk of arrest. As a result of their hospitality they experience the truth. They have an “Aha” moment of recognition.

Jesus takes the bread of the meal, blessed and broke it, and gave it to Cleopas and the other disciple. Only then are their eyes opened. They realize who is with them in the meal. It is the risen Jesus, the promise and real hope of new life through death who is with them in the meal. And as soon as they recognize and see that it is Jesus, he disappears from their sight.
It’s ironic. At first, the disciples don’t recognize Jesus when they see him. It’s only by the hearing and interpretation of God’s Word and the participation in the Meal the disciples come to recognize the risen Jesus who has been journeying with them until now. And as soon as they recognize who he really is, Jesus disappears from sight. Jesus is risen! He is risen indeed! And off they go to share the news with the other disciples. Then they told what had happened on the road, and how he had been made know to them in the breaking of the bread.

In other words, the risen Jesus, who is the Christ, was revealed to the disciples through the hearing and interpretation of God’s Word and the sharing of the meal Jesus instituted in remembrance of him. Isn’t this what happens when we gather for worship? We hear God’s Word proclaimed and interpreted through sermon and song. We gather at the table of the Lord, sharing in the bread and wine of Holy Communion, the body and blood of our risen Savior. 

In worship our hope is restored. In the meal of Holy Communion we eat and drink the promise of new life through death. The disciples had no idea what life was going to be like after Jesus’ crucifixion. But with the resurrection they knew and trusting the most important aspect of their new faith. The God of life had conquered death by the resurrection of Jesus. Disciples of the risen Christ need no longer fear the power of death or any of its manifestations as we journey through life. 
The new life Jesus offers isn’t the same as the old life. Like Jesus, it won’t look like the old one. Life after a mastectomy won’t be the same as before. Life at your third choice college won’t be like your first. Life after divorce, or in the next job or after retirement or even the war in Iraq won’t be like the life we lived before. It may not even be like the life we think we would like to have or think we should have. But it will be a new life that the God of life in the risen Christ will provide. 
This is why we gather for worship. In a world that is still in bondage to the power of sin and death we long to gather in our journey to hear God’s Word and experience the risen Christ in the meal of the Lord’s Supper. Here our hearts burn as we recognize the risen Christ in our midst. And having experienced this good news we, like the disciples of old, eagerly go to share the good news of the risen Christ with others. 
