The Third Sunday of Easter
May 8, 2011
Text:  Luke 24:13-35
Sanctify us in your truth, O Lord; your Word is truth.

For the past number of years it has happened almost like clockwork:  Holy Week and Easter arrives, and the news magazines print cover stories about Christianity.  It happened again this year, at least with two news magazines – Time and Newsweek – although the story in Newsweek wasn’t a cover story, but simply a longer article about the Vatican’s fast-track moves to declare Pope John Paul II a saint.  

Time, however, came through with a cover story:  Is Hell Dead?  The cover story featured Pastor Rob Bell, an evangelical pastor from Michigan, who has recently come out with a book raising questions about hell.

It’s all a mixed blessing, I think.  On the one hand, it really does put religion back into the public square:  that is, it suggests that faith is not just something private and personal, but it is also something that is meant to be talked about in public.

On the other hand, these articles are very seldom written with the eyes of faith.  In previous years, for example, Newsweek quoted a German theologian who had said that, quote, the Resurrection is an empty formula that must be rejected by anyone holding a scientific world view.  In other years, these news magazines have quoted John Dominic Crossan, who believes that the tomb of Jesus was indeed empty, not because Jesus had risen, but because his body had already been devoured by wild dogs.  

You know those two disciples who were waling on the road to Emmaus on that first Easter day?...the ones in our Gospel this morning?  You know what I think?  I think they had just picked up their copies of Newsweek before they set out!  They may have been able to see with the eyes in their heads, but they weren’t using their eyes of faith.

This is my favorite Resurrection story.  Two anonymous disciples are on their way home to Emmaus, a small village just outside of Jerusalem….

Two anonymous disciples.  Oh, sure, a little later we learn that one of them is called Cleopas….but even that is a bit jarring in itself, because no one is quite sure who Cleopas is.  The effect is to broaden the category of disciples.  Maybe it even includes you and me?
Well, these two disciples had been following Jesus around for a year or two…and now he was dead….all of their hopes had been crucified on a cross.  So they are slogging along in sadness when a third person joins them.  Now we, the readers of the story, know that this third person is Jesus, risen from the dead.  But the two disciples don’t!  Even though they knew Jesus during his ministry, they just don’t recognize him now.

Why not?  Was it because they were still all caught up in the failure of the cross?  Was it because that they had thought this Jesus would free their country from the Romans….but now Jesus was dead and that Roman, Pontius Pilate, was still in the governor’s mansion?  Oh, earlier in the day they had heard crazy tales told by hysterical women, gossip about angels and Jesus being raised from the dead.  But they had their copies of Newsweek in their hands:  dead men don’t rise!

Is that true for you and me, too?  That sometimes we don’t recognize Jesus because we are looking for something else?  Maybe we are looking for a Jesus we can manipulate….or looking for a charismatic Jesus who will answer our every whim…or an intellectual Jesus who will snicker smugly with us at pious faith-talk…or a sweet Jesus with no moral sting to his words….or a social-action Jesus with no pastoral concern…or a quiet Jesus who gets tucked in our Bibles hiding behind red letters.  The two disciples didn’t recognize Jesus; you and I might have missed him, too.

So, here they are….two disciples joined by the unrecognized risen Jesus…and, coincidence of coincidences, Jesus Christ happens to be the subject under discussion by these two fellows.  They’re filled with sadness over the tragic events of the last several days.  They talk about how this Jesus had been condemned to death and crucified.  I cannot imagine a more despairing line in the whole story than this one:  We had hoped that he was the one to redeem Israel.  But the tragic weekend had shattered the hopes of these two disciples.

This 21st century knows about frustrated hopes, too, doesn’t it?  
· The great big tumble that our stock market took three years ago, creating a financial crisis that we are still recovering from.
· The great transformations of this Arab spring, the downfall of tyrannical regimes in countries such as Tunisia, Egypt, Libya, and Syria….and yet now we are wondering about the regimes that might rise up in their place.

And inside of each one of us is our own collection of broken hopes.  

· “I had hoped that this job would be the one that would bring me satisfaction, that finally I could look forward to going to work each day.”

· I had hoped that my marriage partner would be the one to heal my childhood pain and brokenness.”

What does the unrecognized Jesus do with these shattered hopes?  Well, for the two disciples on the way to Emmaus, he walks with them!  And he opens up the Scriptures….they have a Bible Study out there on the road!  Jesus pointing out to them all of the prophecies about this Christ.  But still they didn’t recognize Jesus.

Yet, when they arrived at Emmaus, these two disciples invite Jesus to come home with them, to eat a meal together.  But at supper that night, a strange thing happened.  This stranger, the unrecognized one, the one who was the guest….became the host!  He took bread….and he blessed it….and he broke it….and he gave it to them.

Anything sound familiar there?  In the night in which he was betrayed, our Lord Jesus took bread, and gave thanks; broke it and gave it to his disciples saying, “Take and eat….”  Why, of course!  The Last Supper….the Eucharist…the Sacrament of the Altar….Holy Communion!  That’s when they finally recognized him….in the meal of bread and wine!

So how does the Risen Christ make himself known to us today, in the midst of our shattered hopes?  In the very same way he was recognized by those two disciples!  In the Word and the Sacraments!  You know, I wouldn’t be surprised but that Luke – the Gospel-writer who passes on this story to us – I wouldn’t be surprised but that Luke was a Lutheran!

Here’s how we Lutherans defined the church in the Augsburg Confession.  The Augsburg Confession is the earliest statement of beliefs put together by martin Luther and the other reformers way back in 1530.  The Church is the assembly of believers in which the Gospel is taught purely and the sacraments are administered rightly.  Word and Sacrament.

Word and Sacrament…that’s where we find the Risen Christ….especially when our hopes have been broken into a million pieces.  Remember what these two disciples said, Were not our hearts burning within us while he was talking to us on the road, while he was opening the scriptures to us?

Wouldn’t that be marvelous….to have the Word light a fire in us?  Isn’t that, in fact, what we hope for in this congregation….now in our 15th year?  That Lord of the Hills Church would be a place where people are fired up?  Singing the Word…hearing the Word… studying the Word….reading the Word daily.

Wouldn’t it be marvelous if, at the end of this hour of worship, we could say, “Were not our hearts burning within us?”  It is through the Word that the Risen Christ makes himself known to us.

And remember now, Luke, being the good Lutheran I think he is….Luke speaks not just of the Word but also of the Sacraments…and especially here in this story, the Sacrament of Holy Communion.  How does the Christ become present to you in this meal of bread and wine?

Do you associate certain things with certain foods the way I do?  I probably make myself an egg nog only once every four or five years.  But every time I do, it always transports me back to my cousin’s farm – back to when I was 7 or 8 and I had my first egg nog in my cousin Ruth Elaine’s kitchen on the farm.  The egg nog not only produces a vivid picture in my mind – it’s almost like being on the farm again, remembering the first time I milked a cow, or remembering the thrill and sense of accomplishment when I drove the tractor solo for the first time.
Is it possible then that this bread and wine can re-present the Risen Christ to you?  Not just as a sign, not just as a symbol, but as a real re-experience of God’s gracious love for you.  His gift of himself, his washing the disciples’ feet, his death on the cross, his resurrection.  This bread and wine can make a Real Presence.

Several hundred years ago someone put a question to martin Luther:  “Well, what’s so special about the Word and the Sacraments anyway?  Isn’t Christ present everywhere?”

“Well, surely, “ Martin Luther replied.  “But God does not wish that we grope for him everywhere.  Grope rather where the Word and the Sacraments are, and there you will lay hold of him in the right way.”

Let’s do our groping for the presence of Christ where the Word and the Sacraments are.  The real meaning of the Resurrection is not just that Jesus was raised from the dead 2,000 years ago…the real meaning is that Jesus Christ is truly present to us today.  And if you are groping for that presence in your life, I direct you to the Word and to this meal of bread and wine.  Your “eyes of faith” will see him there.
