Today we consider a famous and very important event in the history of the Church, the walk to Emmaus. As we’ll see, the scripture passage is amazing in a number of ways – most importantly, it is a revelation by God through the risen Jesus. And this revelation is accomplished through the humblest of means – on a walk to a backwater town in Judea.  
When we read the Gospels, Jesus’ identity is a central part of them. But there is an element of mystery about this identity. From the accounts in the gospels, we see that some people “get” his identity right away, while others do not. 
Throughout the Gospels, Jesus wants people to make up their own minds about who he is. Remember that on Palm Sunday, Jesus rode into Jerusalem on a donkey (or 2) The donkey is a humble animal already, but if we look at the rest of the Gospels, we never see Jesus riding an animal. Jesus walked or (occasionally) rode a boat wherever he went. 
It would appear, then, that Jesus enjoyed walking, or at least found it meditative. We have other evidence in the Gospels for that. Jesus roamed the desert wilderness and was tempted for 40 days. Clearly, some of that was not exactly fun, but it was character-building. British poet W. H. Davies hit the tone just right in one of his poems: Now, shall I walk or shall I ride?  ‘Ride’, Pleasure said; ‘Walk’, Joy replied. Jesus would also famously hike “into a mountain” to pray on a regular basis; he clearly found walking and hiking to be character-building and a source of spiritual joy.
Luke 24:13-35 NIV
Now that same day two of them were going to a village called Emmaus, about seven miles from Jerusalem. 14 They were talking with each other about everything that had happened. 15 As they talked and discussed these things with each other, Jesus himself came up and walked along with them; 16 but they were kept from recognizing him.
As we begin our passage, we have 2 disciples of Jesus apparently heading back home on the day of Easter They are going to a town called Emmaus. We see in this passage and throughout the Gospels that Jesus does important things in the small places as well as in the big cities. Jesus is born in a small town, Bethlehem, and grows up in an even smaller town, Nazareth. He does his first miracle (according to the gospel of John), in a small town called Cana, and now there is this appearance in Emmaus. 
As the two disciples are talking, a man joins them. They do not recognize who he is; they are “kept” from knowing who he is (v. 16). This sentence is written in the “divine passive” voice, which is not an official category of grammar, but a theological statement understanding that God is the initiator of the action, even though God is not mentioned directly. (The active voice would say directly “God kept them from recognizing him.) The divine passive was used by Jews of this period when they did not want to speak the holy name of God. In any case, we see the mystery of Jesus’ identity coming into play here with that identity being divinely concealed.
17 He asked them, "What are you discussing together as you walk along?" They stood still, their faces downcast. 18 One of them, named Cleopas, asked him, "Are you the only one visiting Jerusalem who does not know the things that have happened there in these days?" 19 "What things?" he asked. "About Jesus of Nazareth," they replied. "He was a prophet, powerful in word and deed before God and all the people. 20 The chief priests and our rulers handed him over to be sentenced to death, and they crucified him; 21 but we had hoped that he was the one who was going to redeem Israel. And what is more, it is the third day since all this took place. 22 In addition, some of our women amazed us. They went to the tomb early this morning 23 but didn't find his body. They came and told us that they had seen a vision of angels, who said he was alive. 24 Then some of our companions went to the tomb and found it just as the women had said, but they did not see Jesus."
A number of people have noted the curative power of walking in their own lives. Soren Kierkegaard (Danish theologian and philosopher) once said, “Above all, do not lose your desire to walk: every day I walk myself into a state of well-being and walk away from every illness. I have walked myself into my best thoughts, and I know of no thought so burdensome that one cannot walk away from it.” K. was known to suffer from depression, and walking was one of the ways that he dealt with it.
So as they are walking, the “undercover” Jesus asks the disciples what they had been talking about. It’s like, don’t let me interrupt your conversation. Of course, Jesus knew what they had been talking about. The one who replies is named Cleopas. Now, I’ve mentioned that God’s action in the gospels takes place in small towns more often than we might expect. But these divine events also take place through everyday people, not just the movers and shakers of the world. We never hear from Cleopas again, just like Matthias (Judas’ “replacement”), Ananias (heals Paul’s blindness) and a number of other folks.
Here, Cleopas tells Jesus what they have been talking about, being surprised that this “stranger” had not already heard of what had been happening in Jerusalem. Cleopas essentially gives the Holy Week/Easter story in summary form to Jesus. He expresses his disappointment that this person Jesus was the One who many had thought had come to redeem Israel, and now, he thinks, it’s not going to happen.  Cleopas, like other followers, had failed to make the connection to Jesus’ resurrection. 
25 He said to them, "How foolish you are, and how slow to believe all that the prophets have spoken! 26 Did not the Messiah have to suffer these things and then enter his glory?" 27 And beginning with Moses and all the Prophets, he explained to them what was said in all the Scriptures concerning himself.
It was once said, “All truly great thoughts are conceived while walking.” Most of us would find that statement to be hyperbole, but people like Albert Einstein, John Muir, Henry David Thoreau and many others were walkers. In any case, I find it ironic and amusing that this passage about walking being associated with great thoughts and about a Jesus who is very much alive, was stated by Friedrich Nietzsche, the German philosopher who said, “God is dead”.
In one of my seminary classes, one of the professors (who was an active minister) put a hypothetical question before us – if you could be transported in time and space to any place of your choosing in the Bible, where would you go? Think about that for a minute. How about the manger where Jesus was born, or the shepherds’ visit by the angel and heavenly host? What about the cross, or the empty tomb? What about one of the miracles – healing the blind, or feeding the 5000? Those would all be likely and very defensible selections. But as to our professor, he didn’t make us answer that question, but gave us his pick – this scene on the road to Emmaus. 
Imagine being in that situation, disappointed, wondering what to do next. Then this stranger starts explaining to you the meaning of the Holy Scriptures, how they required that the coming Messiah would suffer, and then “enter his glory”? And all these things, all these prophecies, are being explained (still unbeknownst to you) by Jesus himself.  How incredible that would be. Yet I think we sometimes overlook this passage and its importance. And as for Cleopas and the other disciple, their hearts are burning inside them, increasing in intensity with each connection Jesus makes. They must be having some thoughts on who this stranger is, even daring to hope something too wonderful to be true – that they were in the presence of Jesus, brought back to life.
28 As they approached the village to which they were going, Jesus continued on as if he were going farther. 29 But they urged him strongly, "Stay with us, for it is nearly evening; the day is almost over." So he went in to stay with them. 30 When he was at the table with them, he took bread, gave thanks, broke it and began to give it to them. 31 Then their eyes were opened and they recognized him, and he disappeared from their sight. 32 They asked each other, "Were not our hearts burning within us while he talked with us on the road and opened the Scriptures to us?" 33 They got up and returned at once to Jerusalem. There they found the Eleven and those with them, assembled together 34 and saying, "It is true! The Lord has risen and has appeared to Simon." 35 Then the two told what had happened on the way, and how Jesus was recognized by them when he broke the bread. 
So, when they get to the village of Emmaus, Jesus acts like he is going to continue travelling. But the disciples prevail upon him to stay since it was nearly dark and they needed to eat. A travelling stranger was usually offered food anyway, but Cleopas and the other disciple were especially motivated to have this one remain after all they had heard.
Consequently, the stranger sits at table with the 2 and as the stranger, he gets the seat of honor. He is given the bread; he gives thanks, breaks the bread, and begins to give it to Cleopas and the other disciple. At that moment, they recognize who Jesus is. This is Jesus, the Messiah, right before them. Then, mysteriously again, he disappears. But Jesus’ identity is mistaken no longer.  
We know that during hard economic times, folks may become desperate. They become stressed and seek for quick and simple answers, listening to conspiracy theorists, hoarding things. The earliest Christians must have felt this way on Good Friday – with all their plans and hopes and wishes put into doubt.
But then came the empty tomb, and then the road to Emmaus. Sorrow turned to joy. The risen Christ had appeared. The connections between the OT prophecies and Jesus’ life and ministry were made. Cleopas and his companion would pass the word on to the other disciples, noting particularly that they recognized Jesus in the breaking of the bread.
Some folks wonder about who that disciple was who travelled with Cleopas – why do we not have his name? There are multiple speculations on this of course. One is that it is yet another mystery about Jesus that we get to speculate about. But we might also look at it as the knowledge being “kept” from us. That way, we, each one of us, could be the second disciple. We could be the one walking on the road with our burdens, then having a stranger lift them. We could each be gathered around the communion table and recognize Jesus’ presence. We could each be convinced in our own hearts that Jesus’ identity is not an abstraction, but something very palpable and real. May we indeed be this way – those who choose to walk in the shoes of our Lord Jesus. Let’s get walking. In the name of the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit, amen.      
     


