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"Were not our hearts burning within us while he was talking to us on the road. . .?"  

Luke24:32 

  

What interesting times we live in.  These days before a notable book comes out, we get 

a summary of all the juicy details in it before it even hits the shelves.  James Comey’s 

memoir has already been cussed and discussed everywhere and it won’t be out until 

Tuesday.  

 

Maybe it’s my age, but I like our old way of doing things.  I mean, when I go out to a 

movie, a concert, a Jazz game, I like to read about it later --  online, or in the local 

paper. Especially if it got me excited or moved me in some way.   

 

To recall it that way is often to experience it again, and perhaps more deeply. Memory 

seals and oftentimes clarifies experience and frequently allows us to see significance in 

experiences that we didn't get at the time.  

 

I suspect that some of what is in the Bible became more resonant in the remembering 

and retelling and writing than it was at the moment. I mean, to cite an extreme example: 

I'm 100% sure that the people who experienced the crucifixion of Jesus first-hand did 

not experience it as a gesture of God's love. In our class on the real St. Paul we will be 

talking about Paul’s conversion experience and, of course, for Paul, his experience on 

the Damascas road was first a shock; it was a trauma that took weeks, if not years, for 

him to unpack.  

 

You know, there are at least three ways to experience a given event: anticipating the 

event, living through the event and remembering the it. 

 

Now, in anticipating an event, we can sometimes be hindered by our own expectations.  

 

For example, there has been a lot of anticipation of the visit of the touring company 

bringing the musical Hamilton to our city.  There was a piece in the Tribune dealing with 

whether it would be better to know the whole story, and have memorized the songs 

before going, or to just go, taking the whole thing in without preconception. There were 

decent arguments on both sides.   

 



You can eagerly anticipate a game, a concert, a movie, but who knows how great or 

awful it will be.  

 

As it is happening we are caught up by the clutter and rush of the real-time experience, 

but in the reverie of remembering something that bubbles up for our reflection, we 

recognize things, we understand sometimes what moved us and why.  

 

When I was a kid, way before digital photography, we would hurry to the drug store with 

rolls of film as soon as we’d return from a trip, and then, in a day or two, we’d hurry back 

to get our pictures and eagerly open them, right there on the counter, to see what just 

happened to us a few days earlier, so as to begin the process of sealing and celebrating 

the experience by remembering it. 

 

Now to the text at hand:  on the first day of the week after the death by crucifixion, of 

Jesus, two of his followers began the process of sealing the experience they had with 

him by remembering. They had decided to go for a walk. They had been hiding in 

Jerusalem following the devastating events of the week before: the whole catastrophe 

of it -- his being drawn into a conspiracy by his enemies, his arrest, his trial, his 

humiliation, his death.  

 

It was for them a crushing experience, an experience of profound personal loss. They 

had come to love the man, this strong, good, charming, and vulnerable human being 

who seemed to so love the world, and them; he made everything so fresh and new. 

 

And now, at 33, he was dead. In addition to the larger crisis which his crucifixion 

represented, there was the matter of their own personal pain, and grief. 

 

So, two of them go for a walk. They review the details. They do exactly what you and I 

need to do in grief. We need to talk. When a loved one dies, the family needs to gather 

and remember and discuss the deceased and tell stories and share vignettes and laugh 

and cry together.  

 

The slow process of healing starts, standing around in the kitchen, before or after the 

funeral when family and friends gather and say, "Remember how she used to . . . 

remember the time when . . ." 

 

So that is what these two are doing, Cleopas and an unnamed companion, while 

walking toward Emmaus. There is a bit of mystery here. Why is the companion 

unnamed and who exactly was Cleopas?  



Furthermore, the location of Emmaus has never been determined. The name is familiar: 

there is the inevitable tourist site in Israel today where dozens of pilgrims recreate the 

walk but the people who know, tell us there is no map anywhere pinpointing that place. 

  

So maybe Emmaus is no place in particular.  Maybe it’s just where you go when you 

can't stay in Jerusalem any longer. Maybe it’s where you go when you need to walk and 

think and grieve and remember.  

 

Yes, and maybe the two people on the road are anyone who ever lost a dear one, a 

beloved, a dream, a hope, a plan. . . anyone who ever had to live with unrealized 

expectation amid wave after wave of gnawing grief.  

 

"Sometimes it seems that life is just one long series of losses," Henri Nouwen wrote. 

"When we were born we lost the safety of the womb, when we went to school we lost 

the security of family life, when we got our first job, we lost the freedom of our youth. . . 

when we grew old we lost our good looks, when we became weak or ill we lost our 

physical independence, and when we die we will lose it all. The losses that settle 

themselves deeply in our hearts and minds are the loss of intimacy . . the loss of 

innocence, the loss of love. . .the loss of our dreams. . . ." (With Burning Hearts, p.25-

26) 

 

Maybe Emmaus is where you go when your sense of loss weighs you down and while 

you walk to Emmaus you remember your way through your losses, walking and talking 

about what you had and no longer have: what you hoped for but cannot seem to realize: 

who you were and who you are now, and who you are becoming. 

 

It's in the middle of this vulnerable and human experience that the two on the road are 

joined by a third person. More mystery. Who is this? they wonder. It is Jesus. They are 

his friends and disciples, we are told, but they don't recognize him. Who knows why? 

 

In any event, he joins the conversation, asks them what they were discussing. They tell 

him the events of the last few days: about this man named Jesus, about their hopes that 

he was the one their tribe was looking for, about his death, the rumor that he was made  

alive again -- all the clutter and confusion of the present. 

 

And then he, their unknown companion, leads them through their own scripture and 

religious tradition.  He helps them put what just happened in the context of that larger 

framework.  That is to say, he helps them remember. 

 



They invite the stranger to stay. They can’t bear for him to go away. He accepts their 

invitation to stop at a roadside inn. As happens at a good Italian restaurant, the waiter 

brings them bread to begin with,   

 

Jesus takes the bread and blesses it and breaks it and they remember: "their eyes open 

and they recognized him." And in a moment the experience ends. The stranger 

disappears. There is a moment of amazement.  Then the two disciples look into one 

another’s eyes to make sure they shared the same experience.  "Were not our hearts 

burning within us,” one says to the other, “while he was talking to us on the road?" 

 

And instead of staying the night in Emmaus, where they have gone to deal with their 

grief, it says that that very hour they returned to Jerusalem to tell the story, "how he had 

been made known to them in the breaking of bread;”  an every day thing which opened 

them to a brand new world.   

 

And so a very common experience becomes a source of rebirth for them. Tears became 

laughter, grief becomes new energy, new creativity, new commitment -- faith. The two 

went away grieving, but they were given a gift that made life rich again and filled it with 

meaning.   

 

I love the way the Bible assures us that faith is a gift given by God, sometimes given by 

God through other people.  Faith is not something you can force or coerce on others, or 

on yourself, for that matter.  

 

You cannot will yourself to have faith, no matter how hard you try, any more than you 

can will yourself to love. Faith, like love, is a gift. It was one of the more profound 

theological understandings of the Reformation, namely that our ability to believe in God 

is a gift of God. 

 

I love the way the Bible suggests that the gift of faith is most often given in experiences 

that are fairly ordinary. The Easter event, after all, is not planned and executed with 

much marketing sense or flair.  

 

I mean, why didn't the risen Christ appear to Pilate and Caiaphas, the chief priest? 

It certainly would have cleared up a lot of misunderstanding. Why was the first 

resurrection appearance not in the Temple? That would have been perfect. 

 



Why all the ambiguity and uncertainty? Why not some proof for people who mattered --

the movers and shakers? Why instead do we have these two anonymous characters in 

a town not plotted on any map?  

 

Maybe it’s because God wants us to know that revelation happens in subtle ordinary 

ways to subtle ordinary people. Maybe that's the whole point. 

 

The risen Christ comes to those who are trying to follow, trying to love him, trying to be 

his people, trying to remember. He doesn't come as a proof to the powerful. He comes 

to his friends, to those who know him, and it is his gift to them. 

 

So why do so many of us wait instead for a voice in the night, thunder and lightning, a 

bolt from the blue, tongues of fire, an angel’s visitation?   

 

At a time of deep spiritual searching, Anne Lamott wrote, "Would it be any skin off God's 

nose to give me a straight answer, just once?"  

 

I get that. No, the Bible says that God comes to us in ways that are every day and 

ordinary: as common as a late afternoon walk and bread broken and a meal shared. 

 

Frederick Buechner, has been writing about this ordinariness all his life. "The sacred 

moments, the moments of miracle, are often the everyday moments,” he says– “the 

moments which, if we do not look with more than our eyes or listen with more than our 

ears reveal only. . . .a gardener, a stranger coming down the road behind us, a meal like 

any other meal. But if we look with our hearts, if we listen with all our being and 

imagination. . . what we may see is Jesus himself." (The Magnificent Defeat, p.87-88) 

 

In her memoir Traveling Mercies, Anne Lamott writes about dealing with the death of 

her father, a process that went on for more than 20 years after his loss. She remembers 

visiting the Rothko Chapel in Houston, a small ecumenical sanctuary designed by the 

noted abstract painter, Mark Rothko.  

 

It is quiet when she visits.  There are huge Rothko canvases on the walls, purple and 

wine red." Pretty quickly she feels something like the Spirit of God working on her.  

Something about the sacredness and utter silence of the place made a wounded place 

inside her all the more vulnerable.  Her defenses were completely let down.   

 



She began to think about her father. "I saw my dad sitting beside me. He loved silence. 

He read me Wallace Stevens' great poem "Thirteen Ways of Looking at a Blackbird" a 

dozen times over the years." 

 
V 
I do not know which to prefer,    
The beauty of inflections    
Or the beauty of innuendoes,    
The blackbird whistling    
Or just after.    

 

She begins to remember more:   the stillness of her father's office, the knack he had for 

making her feel special.  She finds this bitter-sweet.  "It's so different having a living 

father who loves you,” she says, “even someone complex and imperfect. After your 

father dies, defeat becomes pretty defeating. When he's still alive there are setbacks 

and heartbreaks, but you're still the apple of someone's eye." 

 

And then she begins to experience the loss all over again. "I started to cry, and I cried 

for a long time. . . For twenty years I have ached to go back home, [but] there was 

nobody there to whom I could return." 

 

And then, in memory and tears she senses a little healing beginning to happen . . . "The 

light in the Rothko Chapel was very beautiful and it bathed me. . . The thing about light 

is that it really isn't yours: it's what you gather and shine back. And it gets more power 

from reflectiveness: if you sit still and take it in, it fills your cup. And then you can give it 

off yourself. So I sat still." 

 

And, in the healing of memory, she remembers something -- as a little girl she 

remembers she was always trying to keep up with her father who always walked so very 

fast . . .  "That's why I naturally walk so fast, and why I sometimes feel I can walk 

forever." (p.221-228).  A part of him was clearly in her and it amounted to pure energy.   

 

Maybe that’s what happened with the disciples in the breakfast room.  Maybe that’s 

where they got the energy to cover the ground back to Jerusalem so quickly.   

 

You and I have our own Emmaus stories of remembering. Every one of us. And the 

promise is that the Christ comes to us and in him God gives us the gift of faith, the 

comfort and strength of the resurrection, and the power to live with hope and confidence 

again; and in that comes the possibility of this thing we call faith.        Amen 


