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“Supper at Emmaus”

At one time or another every one of us has experienced autostereograms. If you have ever been to Venice Beach or the Laguna Art Festival, then you have seen an autostereogram. An autostereogram is a single-image designed to create the visual illusion of a three-dimensional scene from a two-dimensional image in the human brain. Basically, an autostereogram is an optical illusion. For instance, take a look at the image on the piece of paper that all of you should have picked up with your bulletin. As you look at this image what do you see? You should be able to see a Native American head as well as an Eskimo…….depending on how you stare at it. Do you all see both of these images? If you do, then you have experienced today’s gospel. Granted it is an oversimplified illustration of our gospel lesson for today, but one nonetheless. 

The “Road to Emmaus” (not to be confused with the Hope and Crosby “Road” movies like Road to Singapore, Morocco or Zanzibar) is one of the most popular narratives in the New Testament. The story is found only in Luke’s gospel and yet, it seems to me, this one story may hold the key to the true understanding of resurrection. It just may be the most realistic depiction of just what did happen after Jesus was crucified and something which could make a lot of sense to most people without sacrificing the importance of resurrection theology. And here is how.
When Jesus was arrested and crucified, his disciples went into hiding for fear of getting arrested and suffering the same fate as their leader. Then, when they learned that he was dead on Good Friday, most likely they left Jerusalem pretty quickly. After all, why stick around? They were not from Jerusalem but Galilee, which was more of a frontier place and freer from both Roman and Jewish rule. Two of Jesus’ disciples----not apostles----one named Cleopas, whose name is not mentioned anywhere else in all of Scripture except here in our story for this morning, and an unnamed associate do exactly what I just mentioned-----they get out of Dodge. They headed on foot towards a town named Emmaus which was said to be about 7 miles away from Jerusalem. To this day no one has been able to determine where Emmaus was located. But that doesn’t really matter, does it? If you are into verifiable historical facts to back up your faith, then Christianity is not for you.
The point is these disciples of Jesus were despondent. They had high hopes that Jesus was the Messiah who was to bring about a new age in relationship to God. Their hopes were dashed when Jesus was killed. And there should be no doubt in any of our minds-----Jesus died on Good Friday. He didn’t go to sleep or was drugged and awakened later to go on to live in France, marry Mary Magdalene and have lots of children whose heirs are the “real” Holy Grail. Jesus DIED. So, what was the point in hanging around? Everything they believed in was dashed to pieces-----heavens to murgatroyd!

On their way out of Dodge, these two disciples are overtaken by this stranger who walks with them. Now, we know it is Jesus, but they don’t know that. Somehow they can’t see this real person as the risen Jesus. It is sort of like seeing the Eskimo but not the Native American or vice versa.

When they reached Emmaus, Jesus pretends like he is going on, but the two guys insist that he stay and eat supper with them. And then, in the breaking of the bread at supper, these two disciples suddenly see their road companion as the Son of God, and they are converted on the spot.
It is a great story, but how is this such a radical take on the resurrection? For that, we must venture into the world of retired Episcopal Bishop John Spong. For those unfamiliar with John Spong, suffice to say some people see him as the new Luther and others see him as a raging heretic.

In 1994 Spong published a book on his understanding of the resurrection which rocked the Christian world. Spong believes that the resurrection had nothing to do with empty tombs, angels, visitation to the tomb by the women of the group or Jesus walking through walls to visit frightened disciples. Rather, taking a page from the Road to Emmaus story, Spong says what probably happened is that which is depicted here in our story. Now, I caution you. Remember that prior to any resurrection Jesus’ followers had no idea he was going to be resurrected. All……ALL….. of the gospels were written long after stories of resurrection appearances occurred. So, looking back from the position of belief in the risen Christ, it is easy to say how there were all sorts of signs about his resurrection prior to it. But, in reality, probably not. Most likely after their leader was killed the disciples scattered in disbelief and dejection. Honestly…..who wouldn’t? The followers of Jesus were ordinary folks just like us. They weren’t soldiers or super-activists dedicated to a cause no matter what. They were fisherman for goodness sakes! Common people! Thus, they probably did exactly what Cleopas and his unnamed companion did-----they hit the road home.
Thus, says Spong, there was no tomb. To begin with none of them could have known where it was. They didn’t have any connection with Joseph of Arimathea, the rich Jewish leader whose tomb Jesus was supposedly buried in. Spong goes so far as to say that most likely Jesus body was just thrown into the fire of the trash heap just outside of town to burn and be eaten by scavenging dogs. The tomb story came later for different reasons than history.

Is this making any of you uncomfortable? Good.

After returning to Galilee, Jesus’ disciples most likely gathered regularly to retell stories of his life and probably to share a meal kind of like the Last Supper. And then, months after the crucifixion, Spong says, a light bulb went off in Peter’s head. He suddenly became aware that Jesus wasn’t dead but alive. They may have killed his body, but his Spirit is alive and burns inside of him and others, too. And suddenly, Peter realizes that it is in dying to life that one lives, and if one does this that Jesus’ spirit---the Holy Spirit of God is there right alongside of you, guiding you and comforting you. And Peter becomes overwhelmed and starts preaching this first to the other disciples and then to the crowds eventually finding his way to Jerusalem which we heard about today in our reading from Acts.
If you only remember one thing about Spong’s resurrection theory, it is this: Resurrection involves insight. It is seeing the world and its experiences through the eyes of grace, love and forgiveness. And if you do, then no matter what happens to our physical bodies, God is there besides us, comforting us, guiding us, carrying us! And that is the good news that Peter and the others couldn’t hold back from sharing.

Revelatory insight! An awakening of a deeper way of seeing life! That is the resurrection! And it is available to happen every picosecond of every day of each of our lives if only, we allow ourselves to see it.

Rembrandt, the famed 17th century Dutch painter and etcher, loved the Road to Emmaus story. In all of his religious works he had the uncanny ability to portray the unexpected and moments when mortals experienced the divine. He was able to catch the emotion of the moment. 

Rembrandt painted and etched several different versions of the Emmaus story each one attempting to communicate different theological underpinnings of the story. One of my favorite of his Supper at Emmaus etchings is the  one done in 1645. Thus, I want you to pick up the sheet with the previous optical illusion on it and turn to the next page. Here is the etching. Note that the inn at Emmaus appears unadorned as one would expect country accommodations. Jesus has just blessed and broken the bread. And revelation happens. The aura of the resurrection emanates from his head.
The two disciples strike different poses. One raises back his head and drops his jaw----breathless as if he has seen a ghost. The other disciple clasps his hands in prayer, a kind of speechless, prayer-like submission to what he sees. 
Meanwhile, the little waiter, leaning against the handrail with his dog beneath his feet, gazes upon the scene with mild curiosity. He looks perplexed. Something is going on, but he cannot figure it out. He sees these two guys looking highly irregular, but Jesus looks to him as regular as rain. And the dog is totally uninterested. One would think that perhaps an animal might be perceptive enough to pick up on the presence of the Divine…..but no! Rembrandt is making a statement!
What all this means is that resurrection doesn’t have to be some half-cocked myth that most of us have a hard time believing and even if it is believed doesn’t seem to have any practical application to our every day lives. Instead, resurrection can be very real and alive to us and we to it. Resurrection is when we see the deeper divine message within every situation we meet during our day. It means seeing everything and everybody through the lens of grace and not to get stuck on certain staid appearances. Instead, look for Christ in every person and every situation because he is NOT dead but alive and very real in, around and through every circumstance in life. And it seems to me that this makes a whole lot more sense than worrying about a physical bodily resurrection and all of the complex theological meanings associated with it that only a few seem to understand. And if you don’t believe me I challenge you to read Spong’s book on the resurrection and Rowan Williams, our own Archbishop of Canterbury’s, book on resurrection. Williams’ book is so dense as to be unusable. And if the gospel is anything, it is usable and common.
And thus, the resurrection must be something we can implement in everyday life, which, if it is revelatory insight, as I think it is, then here is an example of what I mean.

Frederick Buechner is one of my favorite authors, as all of you who have been around here for awhile know. He wrote a book entitled Telling Secrets which is about his struggles with his daughter’s battle with anorexia. Buechner tells that the more he begged, encouraged and invoked prayers to get his daughter to eat, the more she resisted. And then, one day, like sitting at that dirty dinner table in Emmaus, it came to him. The in breaking of Jesus’ spirit spoke to him. It told him to trust her and to let go. If he really loved her, then he was to love her without condition and without control. He was simply to love her. It was no longer about his hurt but hers. 
Like seeing the Native American or the Eskimo or seeing the risen Christ in some regular man with whom you are eating dinner, Buechner saw his situation differently. He saw it from God’s point of view. He saw it from the point of view of a suffering love. He, thus, surrendered and his relationship with his daughter reached a new level----a level not conditioned by her anorexia but by a love between daughter and dad. By all appearances, the two of them looked the same, but they were much different. The little waiter boy and his dog could not tell the difference. But they knew, and Buechner went back to tell the world about it in his book……just like Cleopas and the unnamed disciple went back to Jerusalem to tell what they had seen. All were changed by the love of God.

And so it is with all of us. How do you see the world? How do you see each of your experiences? You do know that there exists a deeper insight----a divine insight----to each of your experiences. It is there for the seeing….IF….you begin to look for God through Christ in them. Jesus isn’t dead. He is alive! He is risen! Just look for him in the world about you.

I once invited a spiritualist….a psychic…..who saw auras and angels to come to speak to a youth group. She was very entertaining and good natured about the whole thing. At one point, in all seriousness she turned to me and said that I had four angels around me----three men and one woman. I asked her to tell me what they looked like. She paused and sort of smiled and said, “That is something you are going to have to discover for yourself.” 
That was over twenty years ago…………and I have been on the road to Emmaus every since……..each and every day…….ever since.
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