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Islip 27 April 25 

A week of catching up on gardening, so stiff muscles and aching fingers.  

The Road to Emmaus – my favourite resurrection story. Beautifully 
balanced; not surprising coming from Luke, who also gives us the Good 
Samaritan and the Prodigal Son: a seven mile walk; an encounter with a 
stranger who asks why they are sad; the telling of a traumatic event, as 
traumatic as a car being driven into a crowd at a food festival or a Russian 
bomb destroying your home and half your family during the night; the 
stranger turns out to know a lot about theology; they invite him to stay for 
supper, he protests; they press him; he takes bread and breaks it and they 
recognise him – the Holy Communion of bread and wine in which Christ 
and his values are made present – then he disappears. 

A good story leaves you with a variety of questions. Why didn’t they 
recognise him on the road during their discussion? Why were they so 
attracted to him?  

What was the author’s intention? Matthew Jews, Luke Gentiles?   

At the outset of his gospel Luke addresses Theophilus and tells him he 
intends to give ‘an orderly account’ ‘of the events that have been fulfilled 
among us’. Theophilus means ‘Lover of God’ and could be a person….or 
maybe all those who seek God. And this orderly account is exactly what the 
Risen Christ provides on the Road to Emmaus: ‘Then beginning with Moses 
and all the prophets, he interpreted to them the things about himself in all 
the scriptures’. 

Despite our confident and assertive Easter response (Alleluia, Christ is 
risen, he is risen indeed, Alleluia), the resurrection stories bristle with 
ambiguities and question marks. Christ is not immediately recognised, he 
appears and disappears in different parts of the country, he walks through 
doors yet eats breakfast and shows his wounds to Thomas. 

What was Luke’s intention, then? Who was Luke? There was an author, 
someone possibly called Luke, but the earliest extant complete version of 
his Gospel dates from 4th century (Codex Sinaiticus and Codex Vaticanus). 
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It was originally written around 80-90 – but was still being edited into the 
second century.  

Philip Pullman often remarks that the moment an author publishes a text, it 
ceases to be his or hers. So much so that there is scarcely much point in 
the question, ‘What did you mean by x or y?’ In Pullman’s case, what did 
you mean by Dust, Daemons, The Magisterium, the Alethiometer? The 
reader brings their own experience, and baggage, to a text. This is also the 
view famously promoted by Jaques Derrida in his idea of post-
structuralism. Writing is not as structured as it can seem. It is broken up by 
the diversity of ways we read it. 

Literal interpretations of the Bible are structural: it means this; this is how it 
must be interpreted; this is what St Paul meant. The literalist approach can 
be alienating to the modern mind – and we see plenty of evidence for this 
alienation. Many people dismiss religion because they find it not subtle 
enough. Not nuanced enough. 

What do we bring to our reading of The Road to Emmaus?  

We bring a knowledge, however flimsy, of modern physics. Some of us 
know a great deal about medical science. We know a bit about Freud and 
Einstein and Shakespeare and Nietzsche and Stephen Hawking. 

In 80-90 CE many people believed in ghosts and visions – they experienced 
night as darkness, starlight, and the very dim light of a single-wick smoky 
oil lamp; they suffered much more pain than we do; their speed of travel 
was walking pace or horse pace; their fastest transport was probably a 
sailing boat in a wind. They naturally and reasonably thought the earth was 
at the centre of the universe. 

Furthermore, I am a man reading this tale. How different is it in a woman’s 
reading? You might be reading it in the midst of some personal crisis, or you 
might feel on top of the world. And so forth… 

But this weekend I cannot help but think my reading of the Road to 
Emmaus is coloured to some degree by the death of Pope Francis – who 
died within hours of having celebrated Easter – at the very time two 
disciples walked with a stranger on the Road to Emmaus.  
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I have been struck by the fact that there are 1.4 billion Catholics in the 
world; that when asked ‘And who is Pope Francis?’ the late Pope answered. 
‘a sinner.’ That he had been, in retrospect so obviously, a man of the people 
and, in his papacy, struck such an effective balance between the gospel for 
the outcast and marginalised and the inspiring grandeur of liturgy. For 
example, when Trump and Zelensky sat down together in the opulent 
Vatican Hall they were restrained not merely by the fact that it was holy 
ground, but because they were aware of the spirit of Pope Francis, 
celebrated by the crowds outside. They had to be conciliatory. Maybe all 
such diplomacy should be conducted in sacred space.  

Could Francis then be the unrecognised stranger of this Easter – preaching 
a gospel of humility, unpalatable to many, just as the Gospel of Jesus for 
the poor and the outcast is so often bypassed by the institution. 

Remember too Jesus’ words in Matthew’s Gospel that inasmuch as you 
show love it to the least of these my brothers and sisters you show it unto 
me. 
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Isaiah 53.1-12, Luke 24.13-25 

Now on that same day two of them were going to a village called Emmaus, about seven 
miles from Jerusalem, and talking with each other about all these things that had 
happened. While they were talking and discussing, Jesus himself came near and went 
with them, but their eyes were kept from recognizing him.  And he said to them, “What 
are you discussing with each other while you walk along?” They stood still, looking sad. 
Then one of them, whose name was Cleopas, answered him, “Are you the only stranger 
in Jerusalem who does not know the things that have taken place there in these days?” 
He asked them, “What things?” They replied, “The things about Jesus of Nazareth, who 
was a prophet mighty in deed and word before God and all the people, and how our 
chief priests and leaders handed him over to be condemned to death and crucified him. 
But we had hoped that he was the one to redeem Israel. Yes, and besides all this, it is 
now the third day since these things took place. Moreover, some women of our group 
astounded us. They were at the tomb early this morning, and when they did not find his 
body there they came back and told us that they had indeed seen a vision of angels who 
said that he was alive. Some of those who were with us went to the tomb and found it 
just as the women had said, but they did not see him.”  Then he said to them, “Oh, how 
foolish you are and how slow of heart to believe all that the prophets have declared! 
Was it not necessary that the Messiah should suffer these things and then enter into his 
glory?” Then beginning with Moses and all the prophets, he interpreted to them the 
things about himself in all the scriptures. 

As they came near the village to which they were going, he walked ahead as if he were 
going on. But they urged him strongly, saying, “Stay with us, because it is almost evening 
and the day is now nearly over.” So he went in to stay with them. When he was at the 
table with them, he took bread, blessed and broke it, and gave it to them. Then their 
eyes were opened, and they recognized him, and he vanished from their sight. They said 
to each other, “Were not our hearts burning within us while he was talking to us on the 
road, while he was opening the scriptures to us?” That same hour they got up and 
returned to Jerusalem, and they found the eleven and their companions gathered 
together. They were saying, “The Lord has risen indeed, and he has appeared to Simon!” 
Then they told what had happened on the road and how he had been made known to 
them in the breaking of the bread. 

When he was at the table with them, he took bread, blessed and broke it, and gave it to 
them. Then their eyes were opened, and they recognized him, and he vanished from 
their sight 


