
September 22, 2019 

 

 
  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

Our scripture lesson for this morning, comes to us from Luke’s Gospel. It’s a familiar story with 

a lot of imagery and too many sermons to preach in one setting. It’s an Easter story with a 

resurrection sighting for some folks who had lost all hope following a devastating Friday. Listen 

for how Jesus responds on the journey to Emmaus from Luke 24:13-35: 

 

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, 
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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.1 

  

* * * * * 

 

“Where is Emmaus?” I found myself asking this question a little while back as I thought about 

the ancient town that Jesus made famous in Luke’s gospel account of the resurrection. “Where is 

Emmaus?” Some ancient and modern sources identify several towns nearby ancient Jerusalem 

that could be the setting for our scripture lesson today. “Where is Emmaus?” I wondered as I’ve 

thought back on my two trips to Israel, realizing that I haven’t yet made it to this town that was 

suddenly so infused with life on that first Easter Sunday. 

 

Some colleagues of mine went to visit Emmaus once on a tour of the Holy Land. Well, at least 

they traveled on a road that led to the northwest out of Jerusalem on the way towards Tel Aviv.  

Along the road, they stopped at Abu Ghosh, one of the modern-day places that is a possible 

location for the ancient Emmaus of Luke’s gospel account. When I asked what they remembered 

most, they laughed and said, “There’s a big statue of Elvis outside of a local gas station where 

we stopped on our journey to Emmaus.” It appears that the owner was able to capitalize on 

Americans who might want to travel to encounter the King in the Holy Land. 

 

“Where is Emmaus?” This is perhaps a good question for us to ask as we reflect on our scripture 

lesson this morning. Remember, this story is situated in the afternoon of the first Easter Sunday 

for the disciples. They had watched, from a distance, but they had watched Jesus die on the cross 

just moments before on Friday afternoon. As they walk out of Jerusalem towards Emmaus, two 

of the disciples begin to talk about what they’ve heard and seen. 

 

“Where is Emmaus?” Oh, it’s said to be about 60 stadia, 60 Roman stadium lengths, about seven 

miles outside of Jerusalem, perhaps to the northwest of the ancient holy city. Perhaps it was the 

hometown of Cleopas and another disciple who is found traveling with him. We don’t really 

know, do we? That’s the thing with ancient places; sometimes it’s hard to find them on a modern 

map, let alone an ancient one. 

 

In any case, Emmaus is not Jerusalem. It’s outside of the holy city. It’s beyond the walls of 

protection of the famous city. It’s further from the Temple where God’s presence is said to dwell.  

It’s away from chaos of the Passover festivities. It’s a little outside of the centralized seat of 

Roman power and authority that inhabits the holy city of Jerusalem, beyond the Romans, those 

unwanted guests that have long overstayed their welcome and oppressed the people who no 

longer feel safe in their homeland. 
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“Where is Emmaus?” It’s outside of Jerusalem and away from the horrifying sights of Calvary, a 

cross, the Roman soldiers (perhaps), and the religious authorities that conspired against, handed 

over, and crucified the one in whom these two disciples had placed all of their hope for the 

redemption of Israel. It may have been their hometown. It may have been where some friends or 

family lived. We don’t know for sure. What we do know is that Emmaus is the destination for 

two disciples who had “hoped for something different” only to discover the worst case scenario 

as their hopes and dreams were slammed against the rocky crags of Golgotha; the “place of the 

skull.” 

 

“Where is Emmaus?” We may never know, but could it be that we have been on the road to 

Emmaus once or twice in our lives; even those of you who may have never left the United States 

and ventured into the holy land? While we might not know where Emmaus is, for these two 

disciples and for anyone else who may find themselves having stepped out onto that road, we 

know the way, don’t we? 

 

Many of you know that in the summer of 2015, I had a three-month renewal leave. During that 

time, I took the opportunity to walk the Camino de Santiago, a pilgrimage of almost 500 miles 

across northern Spain to Santiago de Compostela. I left the U.S. having Santiago in my mind 

only as a destination, but not necessarily knowing where it was. I mean, I could see it on a map, I 

saw pictures online and in books, but I had no clue what it might mean to walk a distance of 500 

miles. The most I had done until that point might have been six to twelve miles in a day, usually 

broken up over the course of a day. 

 

I set out following my third year as a district superintendent and serving as the dean of the 

cabinet. After a year of leading such a dynamic team with a variety of personalities and opinions, 

I was ready for a break. I was also in my third year of a likely six-to-eight-year term and I was 

asking myself, “So what will come next? Where will I go from here?” 

 

I have to confess that some of those questions left me wondering what it might be like to re-enter 

the local church at some point. I had been fairly successful at ministry. With God’s help, all of 

the churches I had served have grown. I even had the opportunity to lead a church building 

project. I had also served for three years as a church administrator. Yes, we had accomplished 

some great appointments on the cabinet and churches were growing again in some areas, 

including St. Ignace where Pastor Susie served, because we had heard God’s voice together and 

weren’t afraid to embrace a bold vision for the future. 

 

Even still, that old voice on my shoulder spoke to me, “So, Elbert, what will you do when this is 

all over and you return to the local church? What will that look like for you? Do you really think 

you can do that? What did you do before you were an administrator? Did you connect with 

anyone?” Perhaps, it was a few years of seeing some really ineffective pastors that had me scared 

of myself. 

 

So this pastor started out on a journey of 500 miles asking those questions and wondering where 

I might encounter God. I have to tell you that I was a little terrified of what God might say 

during that time. Around the fifth day of some 36 days, I ended up in Pamplona. That afternoon, 
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I checked in to one of the albergues, or religious hostels, that was owned by the city of 

Pamplona. 

 

This albergue was huge. It was one of the largest I had seen up to that point. Everyone slept on 

bunk beds in one large hall which looked like a former cathedral sanctuary. While I was there, a 

young college student was assigned the top bunk above me. I felt bad for her, knowing that I was 

a horrible snorer and that it would echo through the night because I had heard others the night 

before. We didn’t speak much to one another at that point, and the next day, I was thankful that I 

didn’t bump into her on my way out on the trail again. 

 

As the days wore on, however, it seemed like I kept bumping into her all along the journey. In 

fact, I was surprised that she was hanging out with the same crowds that I met for lunch or dinner 

throughout my experience. The Camino family that adopted me was sort of an eclectic mix of 

Christians (Catholic, Orthodox and Protestant) and agnostics. The people of faith that I met were 

at all different points in their spiritual journey. 

 

Rochelle had grown up in a Protestant church where she had experienced a lot of judgment. I 

noticed that she didn’t have much use for “church” language. I never really had a conversation 

with her about matters of faith and don’t think that I ever shared with her for weeks about who I 

was and what I did for a living. That would have shut down the conversation right there. 

 

On the other hand, on the day that we arrived in Santiago, our group had gathered for a last meal 

and we were talking about what the experience had meant for each of us. Rochelle turned to me 

and she said, “You know, Elbert, when I found out you were a pastor, I knew that I’d never talk 

to you. I knew that we just wouldn’t connect. I had figured you were just like other pastors and 

Christians who had judged me without ever getting to know me. On the Camino, as we talked 

and got to know one another in this group, I realized that not all pastors are like those that I knew 

growing up. You showed me a different side of faith and God. You are a pastor who cares about 

people. You talk about a church that I’d want to belong to.” Others said similar things. 

 

I still don’t know for certain where Emmaus is. Heck, I couldn’t find Santiago without a map and 

some yellow arrows that guided me along the way. But friends, I know the road that leads there.  

I know that I stepped onto the road with some others, as each of us were wondering, in one way 

or another, “Why am I here? What am I doing? Where is hope when you’re trying to figure out 

what’s happened in the world that sometimes seems to swirl around you? God, show yourself to 

us!” 

 

And on that road to Emmaus, or Santiago, I encountered the living Jesus in shared relationship 

with Rochelle and many others who reminded me that relationships and walking together are the 

key to our faith journey. It’s there on the road to Emmaus—when hopes might be crushed by 

diseases, illnesses, questions, concerns, brokenness, our troubles, our cares, our dashed dreams, 

the devil’s voice on our shoulder, or even our own insecurities—that Jesus comes among our 

questions and our doubts to show us the power of resurrection and life. Like Cleopas and his 

friend, it sometimes takes a little while to recognize Jesus’ life-giving presence, but when we do, 

we’re ready to race back to Jerusalem to tell the good news. 
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On the journey, Rochelle encountered someone who reminded her who she was when the Church 

and some religious folks had left her feeling cast aside. On the journey, I found the Jesus who 

reminded me who I am as well. I discovered Jesus in the faces of my traveling companions, my 

Camino family, who were willing to do faith and life with me when I had questions and was 

searching for God. 

 

Maybe you don’t know where Emmaus is, but you know the road this morning. I’d venture to 

say that we all experience that road at some point or another in our lives. 

 

On Friday morning, as I received the word about Lucy Evan’s unexpected death after having 

seen her here at work this past week, I felt like I was suddenly on that road yet again. Her 

husband, George, had passed away last year after a long struggle with Alzheimer’s. Lucy wasn’t 

able to get around very well, but still came in to work with a smile to greet you as you stepped up 

to our Welcome and Hospitality desk. Seeing the preschool start up these past couple of weeks 

put a smile on her face as the kids would come rushing through the doors. And seeing her smile 

made everyone else smile, too, even in the busyness of life. She gently reminded each of us of 

Jesus’ presence here in this place in so many ways. 

 

With Cleopas and his companion, I found myself saying with others, “But we had hoped that 

she’d be feeling stronger now that she could focus on herself. We surely didn’t expect that she 

just wouldn’t be at work on Friday.” And in the shared tears this weekend, I’ve discovered yet 

again the Jesus who walks with us on this faith journey; the One who meets us on our way out of 

Jerusalem, that holy city; the One who finds us when we are discouraged or struggling; walking 

with us as we seek to discern it all; until we recognize the presence of the Living Christ in our 

midst. 

 

Friends, that’s why at Birmingham and Berkley First we have made some extra opportunities for 

you to join a small group that we’re calling Journey Groups. Jesus didn’t intend for us to do faith 

and life alone. Jesus gives us one another that we might discover God’s presence in one another 

as we walk The Discipleship Journey, the journey of life, together. If you don’t have some 

friends to do faith and life together, and even if you do but you’re looking for some more, please 

stop by and see Pastor Susie in Fellowship Hall today. We’re starting some new groups this 

week and all throughout the fall. We’re focused on offering them on Tuesday evenings just in 

case you need childcare; we’ll have some folks here for you between 6:00 and 7:30 p.m. 

 

I’ll be leading a new Journey Group about the Bible on Tuesday nights. You can find a copy of 

the book with Pastor Susie. It’s entitled, How the Bible Actually Works: In Which I Explain How 

An Ancient, Ambiguous, and Diverse Book Leads Us to Wisdom Rather Than Answers―and 

Why That’s Great News by Dr. Peter Enns. Dr. Enns is the Abram S. Clemens professor of 

Biblical Studies at Eastern University, St. Davids, PA, and has a PhD in Near Eastern Languages 

and Civilizations from Harvard University. I hope you might consider joining with me as we 

study and journey together. 

 

I don’t know whether you’re headed to Emmaus or back to Jerusalem rejoicing, but what I do 

know is this: we want to make that journey with you because we know that somehow we’ll see 

Jesus together, often when we least expect him, wherever the road may take us. 
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1 Luke 24:13-35, NRSV. 

 


