A. 3rd Sunday of Easter#3                                                                                  Lk 24: 13-35

Scene

After initially failing to recognize the risen Lord in their midst, two traveling disciples come to know him in the “breaking of the bread.”

Background

There are three kinds of resurrection-appearance stories in the gospels. First there are “Concise Narratives.” These tell only what is absolutely essential, the bare bones. By sheer repetition of the telling they have been rubbed down and polished to a common pattern: a) the situation is succinctly noted- the followers of Jesus are distraught, bordering on despair; b) Christ suddenly and mysteriously appears; c) he greets them (with “Peace” or “Fear not”); d) they recognize him; e) he sends them on mission. Mt28:8-10 (appearance to the women on the road), Mt 28:16-20 (appearance to the Eleven in Galilee), and Jn20:19-23 (appearance to the disciples in Jerusalem) are “Concise Narratives.” Second, there are “Circumstantial Narratives.” These develop details, character traits, conversation, etc, in order to enhance the story, manifesting the art and craft of the storyteller. Lk 24:13-35 (our present text) and Jn21:1-14 (appearance to the seven disciples fishing in the Sea of Tiberias) are “Circumstantial Narratives.” Thirdly, there are “Mixed Narratives.” These are concise stories on their way to becoming circumstantial stories. Mk16:14-15 (appearance to the Eleven at table and his commission to them), Jn20:11-17 (appearance to Mary of Magdala), Jn 20:26-29 (appearance to disciples in Jerusalem with Thomas present), and Lk24:36-49 are “Mixed Narratives.”

While the gospel stories of the resurrection appearances of Christ can be compared to OT Theophanies (divine appearances), only the NT has the appearance of one raised from the dead. Other than that one fact, there is a noticeable absence of any other numinous stage props. There are no bells, trumpet blasts, music, earthquakes, lightning, smoke, fire, etc. True, Jesus comes through locked doors, but even that detail is left undeveloped. These stories are remarkable in their absence of supernatural paraphernalia and atmospheric special effects.

The appearance of the risen Lord to the two “disciples” (really “on the road” to becoming disciples) on the road to Emmaus is, then a “Circumstantial Narrative.” It is filled with themes and theological motifs typical of Lk. He loves the “on the road” theme, the idea of life as a journey where one learns from experience on the way to a goal. He loves the “recognition” theme, how they come to recognize him not by looking at him but with the eyes of faith. He loves the “fulfillment of OT prophecy” theme, how they first regarded him as just another prophet but upon instruction from him came to see him as Messiah, fulfillment of OT hopes and promises. He loves the “table-fellowship’ theme, how all table-fellowship is derived from the Eucharistic “breaking of the bread” and how Christ is recognized and experienced in both Eucharist and sharing one’s bread (including the “good news” shared in v.35) with others. The lesson in the story is that the risen and ascended Christ will be present to his assembled disciples (Mt 18:20: “Where two or more are gathered in my name, there I am in their midst.”), not visibly, but in the breaking of the bread.

At first, the good news of the women, having seen the empty tomb and the angels interpreting for them that Jesus was alive, was too outrageous to believe. They were sad and despondent, returning home to nurse their wounds. As the story ends, they themselves are alive with enthusiastic joy and they tell the good news to the assembled brethren (brothers and sisters) in Jerusalem.

Text

v. 13 that very day: This is the same day the tomb was discovered to be empty, the day of the resurrection itself.

Emmaus: This is Hb for “Spring” and is the only biblical mention of this village.

v. 14 conversing and debating: While this would be fairly typical behavior of two people on a journey, Lk is hinting that they are so busy and wrapped up in their own affairs that they fail to notice the import of what is really happening. Their consciousness is fenced in by their emotional reaction to recent events.

v. 15 Jesus himself drew near and walked with them: To the two travelers, engrossed in their own emotional reaction to recent events, Jesus seems to be just another pilgrim returning home, like them, after the celebration of Passover in Jerusalem. On another level, Lk is teaching that Jesus takes the initiative in the lives and journeys of his followers, is present to them even when they are unaware. 

v. 16 their eyes were prevented from recognizing him: On the level of the physical world, they saw; on the level of spirit, they did not recognize. They misinterpreted the facts, like Mary of Magdala in Jn20: 14-15 who mistook Jesus for the gardener.

v. 18 Cleopas: This is a shortened form of the Gk Kleopatros (feminine, “Cleopatra”). This is all we know of this man. He and his companion (who could be a woman or an unnamed apostle. Origen, for instance, identifies him as Peter [v.34], but without foundation). These two represent ordinary, nameless followers of Jesus and not the leaders or apostles. Lk wants to teach that the risen Lord is present to them also, even without benefit of a dramatic appearance.

Are you the only visitor to Jerusalem who does not know: With an irony equivalent to Jn, Lk depicts an attitude inimical to faith. Many people presume because they are “up on the news” and/or “know the facts” they know the meaning or correct interpretation of them. Lk is building his case to show that faith functions on the level of interpretation, albeit based on facts.

vv. 19-24: Jesus encourages them to review the facts. They point out that they had high hopes that Jesus was the Messiah, the one who would “deliver Israel,” presumably as a political messiah delivering from Roman occupation, a misinterpretation. Those hopes were dashed by his death, a fact they misinterpreted. Even though they were shown the fact of the empty tomb, they knew about it and they did not interpret that as a sign of Jesus’ resurrection; yet another misinterpretation. They knew it was now the third day and, as yet, had not seen any new fact revealing that Jesus’ prophecy would come true. The report of the women seeing angels was just that- a report, one that astounded them, but they remained incredulous. These two typical disciples-on-the-road-to-belief fit into the large category of people who rule out certain realities because they cannot be seen or because they preordain that such things do not or cannot happen.

vv. 25-26: Lk gives Jesus’ unique approach to the OT. Without quoting chapter and verse (which did not exist at the time in any event) but with a “global” view Jesus teaches that the OT in its entirety prepared for the Messiah. This view or approach to Scripture would have given them the outlook to interpret the facts correctly.

Suffer…and enter into his glory: Jesus is speaking to them “in his glory,” a Lucan term for Jesus’ transit to his Father. He has already entered into that status and speaks to them from that perspective. Even their present “suffering” the loss of his physical presence is but a preliminary to their enjoying his “glory” with him.

v. 27 beginning with Moses and all the prophets: The sense is that from one end of the Scripture to the other there is testimony to be found about him and his fate, including suffering and death as a preliminary to resurrection.

 he interpreted to them what referred to him: Lk does not give specific quotes, though he implies such quotes were given, but only after Jesus makes clear that he himself (as Messiah) is the key to proper interpretation of the OT revelation. Without that key they have only the data or facts of Scripture and that alone is insufficient to unlock the meaning.

vv. 28-29: stay with us: Lk uses this story to teach the rewards of hospitality and table-fellowship, two themes he is quite fond of. Because the disciples were hospitable (like Abraham to the three strangers in Gen18:1-15 and so “entertained” God and received the promise of a future son) they would receive an even greater reward. Because they shared their food, they would receive the Lord in the Eucharist.

vv. 30-31 at table…recognized him…vanished: Lk depicts the risen Lord performing the same basic actions he did at the Last Supper and at the multiplication of the loaves. We know that these two disciples were not, in fact, at the Last Supper, but Lk’s readers know the details by now. He is teaching about the Eucharist here, what he calls “the breaking of the bread,” his term throughout Acts for the Eucharist. Whatever factually happened during that specific meal is glossed over in favor of the interpretation of those facts. The disciples come to know, experience, if not physically see, the risen Jesus in the Eucharist. This is so important that it is repeated in v.35. That Jesus at once “vanished from their sight,” means that their “vision” of him was not merely or entirely physical, nor was it purely spiritual. The Eucharistic presence is somewhere between this world and the next.

v. 32 were not our hearts burning within us: The experience of the Eucharistic presence enables them to interpret their former experience when Jesus opened the meaning of the Scripture. Though the contexts were different- one, the hearing of the word and having it explained; the other, assimilating that word by eating in common- they were the same fundamental experience of the one risen Jesus.

v. 33 they set out at once: Whenever Jesus appeared, he sent someone on a mission. Here, the command is not directly spoken, but derived from the experience. Having shared the broken bread, they are impelled to share the good news. The leading apostles, like Peter, may have an official and explicit mandate to preach, but ordinary disciples also spread the word by sharing in a less preachy context their experiences of the Lord. The effect of the risen and/or Eucharistic presence of the Lord is common to all, even if the specifics of the mission that flows from it may differ. Peter may have had a more dramatic experience, but theirs, in knowing him in the Eucharist, was no less real.

Reflection

This delightful story of a post-resurrection appearance of Jesus differs from the others. The appearance is to ordinary, virtually unknown followers of Jesus. These two, one named, the other unnamed, represent every Christian. Lk wants to say that the encounter with Jesus “on the road,” in daily life journeys, happens in the attentive reading of Scripture from the vantage point of the risen Lord as interpreter and in the celebration of the Eucharist. Ordinary Christians, who have never physically seen Jesus, the historical Jesus or the risen Lord, are at no disadvantage. They “see” and encounter/experience Jesus every bit as much as did Peter, the women at the tomb, and the other disciples in the room. Whether this story influenced the format of the Liturgy- gathering together, listening to the Word and its interpretation, and celebration of the Eucharist (Word made flesh)- or the Liturgy influenced it, matters not. Jesus is the central figure in each scene as he is central actor in every part of the Liturgy. He joins us on our life journeys, speaks to us through the Word and presides over our celebration of both Eucharist and life. He consoles us in our grief and inspires us to share our joy with others.

Until they recognized the Lord in the “breaking of the bread,” the Word they heard was not enough to elicit full faith. They had to learn that the Lord was truly present in the Word. The Word is not just ideas about him and stories about him. The Word is him, as is the Eucharist. Jesus can be with us without our recognizing him. And even though he takes the initiative, we must make the next move. He gave the disciples-on-the-way-to-being-disciples an opening to invite him in and they took it. Their hospitality paid off. Up till now they had their facts right but the interpretation of them wrong. Until the Eucharist, they had even failed to recognize their “heartburn,” the reaction to the preached word in the insides of an open person. Jesus taught them the essential lesson in approaching the Scripture: Don’t miss the pattern amidst all the details. The pattern provides the interpretation; the details only provide the facts. Scripture is not a concatenation of historical facts. Indeed, one does not need revelation for that. It is the divine interpretation to the human situation. And what irony! Accusing Jesus of not knowing his facts! (“Are you the only visitor in Jerusalem who does not know…?”) The Eucharist is the ultimate interpretation of the Word because Jesus is the Eucharist and Jesus is the Word.

Even those who actually saw the risen Lord initially misinterpreted their experience. This is developed more in this story and in the story of Mary of Magdala in Jn20: 11-18, but it is present in all of them to some degree. All the evangelists make the point that Christians who have not had the benefit of a direct visible apparition of the risen Jesus are at no substantial disadvantage. All the stories go on to point out the need for faith, not proof, and the need to go out on mission to spread the faith. The fact of the resurrection is established by the real life appearances to eyewitnesses, but the interpretation of the resurrection is established by the lives of real life disciples. 

The behavior of the risen Jesus in this story conforms to that in other resurrection stories. His presence is not entirely physical. He is different enough that he is not immediately recognizable (unless these two “disciples” had never actually seen the historical Jesus). Yet, it is physical enough to converse with, to eat with and to walk with. Nonetheless, it is spiritual enough that it can appear from nowhere and vanish at will. The Eucharistic Lord is of the same kind of presence. He is not so physical that he is immediately recognizable. It takes faith, preceded by word (Scripture) and sign  (bread and wine) to do so. Yet, he is not so spiritual that he is ghostly, ephemeral, or merely the conjured-up product of a vivid imagination. There is a form of divine presence which is “ghostly,” the Holy Spirit.” That form of presence is the same substantial God as Jesus, but we separate these “forms” in order to better identify them and relate to God, not to separate God into parts. Most Christians are content to let the more scholarly among us do the hairsplitting. We are content to enjoy the variety and diversity of the many ways God becomes “visible” and active in our life journeys. We can only guess that the apostolic college to whom these two “anonymous” Christians reported might have had a tinge of astonishment themselves when they learned that the "exalted” Lord appeared to the "“lowly” (shall we say “laity”?).

Key Notions

1. Emotional reactions can limit the ability to perceive reality in its fullness.

2. The Lord is always present whether noticed or not.

3. The Lord initiates the conversation, but it is up to each person to respond or not.

4. The only correct interpretation of facts is how they are seen in the light of eternity.

5. Jesus’ vision/interpretation of reality is the only valid and true one. He is the standard.

6. We hear his interpretation by listening to his word and we experience his presence by receiving him into our (now burning) hearts by the Eucharist.

7. It is not enough to experience the Lord’s presence; we must share that truth with others.

Food For Thought

1. Emotions: Our emotions are part and parcel of our human make-up. They should not be denied, nor repressed. However, they should not be allowed to reign over our lives. They should not be the standard by which we judge reality and test for reality. Emotions as such are neither moral nor immoral, neither right nor wrong, neither good nor bad. What we do with and about them is. Behavior is moral, not emotions. However, if we let emotions, unpremeditated reactions to external stimuli, carry more weight than they merit, we will almost always err in our response to situations. Indeed, we will react, rather than respond. Emotions, lower brain activities, should be submitted to our will, higher brain activity, in order to be tested/checked against the broader reality, broader than mere reaction, in order to appropriately respond to a situation, respond after having considered all the available facts and measured them against what we know from the eternal perspective revealed to us by God. Those who advocate trusting our feelings as the final arbiter of making a decision are really advocating that we silence our higher brain and return to a pre-human state where feelings reign. This does not mean that we should pretend that we do not have feelings or that we should totally ignore them in making decisions. It does mean that they need to be kept in their proper (and lower) place, if we are not to miss those levels of reality that only our higher brain can open us to. Animals, especially those having a brain similar to our hypothalamus, are simply incapable of experiencing dimensions of reality that humans can, thanks to us having a (properly functioning) cerebral cortex. If emotions rule, if they permeate and penetrate the whole field of our vision, then we are simply ignorant of what else is there or what could really remedy or change a situation. Such was the case of the two traveling disciples until they started to listen to someone other than their feelings. Listening to Jesus allowed them to notice that their “hearts” (emotions) were indeed burning, but that the “fire” was a yearning for something more than heat. Beyond the heat there was light, noticed only by listening to voice outside their emotions, the voice of Jesus.

2. Eucharist: Before the reforms of Vatican II it was not uncommon for churches to offer Holy Communion at specified times during the day outside of the Mass. People would come into a church, say at lunchtime, and simply receive Communion, say a prayer of thanks, and go about their business. There was no Word Service preceding reception. In fact, “reception” was the main and only verb. There was no notion of celebration at all. It was an essentially private act of devotion (and emotion). Even today, some people still consider the Word Service to be unnecessary, something to suffer through in order to receive Communion. And, they usually leave right afterwards. What is going on at the altar and with the community is irrelevant to their private devotion (and emotion). This text teaches the necessity of prayerfully and carefully listening to the word of God before receiving the Eucharistic Lord, the Risen Lord in Eucharistic form. It is in that listening that we learn who we are receiving into our hearts and in the common reception that we realize others are also receiving the same Risen Lord and that makes us one, one community rather than one individual. “Where two or more are gathered in my name, there I am in their midst.” Each “lesson” of Scripture opens our eyes and hearts to aspects of the Lord that we would miss if we only devotionally and emotionally received Holy Communion, an essentially lower brain activity.
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