
 
  
  
 During my sabbatical several years ago, while staying in a monastery, I 
worshipped several times a day. One of my favorite services was the evening service, 
Compline. Since it was spring, by the time Compline came, it was dark, and the sanctuary 
was illuminated by candles. The first words spoken each evening came from our text 
today: “Stay with us, Lord, for it is evening, and the day is almost over.” 
 
 Stay with us, Lord, for it is evening… 
 
 These are the words the two disciples speak to this stranger who has met them on 
the road, to this one whose words as he spoke them about sacred scripture made their 
hearts burn within them, this one who is still unrecognized, and yet whose presence they 
long for as darkness descends. 
 
 Stay with us, Lord, for it is evening… 
 
 Some version of this prayer pierces the darkness of hospital intensive care units, as 
desperately sick humans and the humans who care for them at risk of their own lives 
struggle against death itself. 
 
 Stay with us, Lord, for it is evening… 
 
 The prayer is spoken from homes where we have been mostly confined for well 
over a month, unsure about the future, the path forward, looking helplessly on as markets 
go up and down, jobs are lost, family businesses teeter on the edge of bankruptcy, and 
through it all the shape of what we will be when this is over is yet to emerge. 
 

Stay with us, Lord, for it is evening… 
 
 And the prayer is certainly on the lips of those who have had the wrenching 
experience of someone they love being gripped by this virus and succumbing to death. In 
their grief, night falls, and day seems far away. 
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 Stay with us, Lord, for it is evening… 
 
 They plead with him to stay after they have walked together, their eyes closed to 
who he is, speaking what Barbara Brown Taylor calls the saddest words in the human 
experience, “hope in the past tense.”  
 
 “We had hoped,” they said, “that he would be the one.” We had hoped. But now, 
he is dead in the tomb, and they are speaking hope in the past tense. 
 
 In response to their hopelessness, Jesus teaches them how to read scripture, how to 
trace the grace of God through Christ in it. And the entire time he is talking, their hearts 
are stirred, their hope is awakening, and all they know is that they do not want this 
stranger to leave. “Stay with us, for it is evening, and the day is almost over.” Even 
though they do not know him, they extend hospitality to him, they invite him into their 
home, to sit at their table.  
 
 He took bread, blessed and broke it, and gave it to them. Their eyes are opened, 
and they recognize him.  
 
 “It is the presence of Christ at a table opened to a stranger which transforms an 
ordinary supper into a sacramental meal.”  
 
 The strangest part of this story is what happens after their eyes are opened. “He 
vanished from their sight.”  
 
 But his vanishing doesn’t seem to matter. They run back to Jerusalem. It is as if 
they know now in ways more deeply than ever that he is seen at table, in the breaking of 
the bread, and that no matter where they go, he will be present to them.  
 

Cleopas and his companion make no other appearance in the New Testament. I 
wonder if that’s not the point. They could be any one of us. Their road to Emmaus is an 
ordinary road each of us is on every day. This is how we experience Christ. Not as 
someone far off in time, but present to us, as near as our next breath, as near as the bread 
and wine. Every table, every relationship, every circumstance is teeming with the 
presence of Christ. 

 
“The table is an image of a God that walks alongside human confusion, human 

pain, and human loss of faith and hope. The table invites us to expect God to find us.” 
 



And it all happens behind closed doors, at the dinner table, where so many of us 
are spending so much time. What those two disciples do not know as they walk with this 
stranger is that Easter has already happened. But we do know. We know, right now, that 
Easter has happened, that Jesus is alive and present in a powerful way to us, locked away 
in our homes, that even now he takes the bread and breaks it, and our eyes are opened, 
even here, even now. We can pray, “Stay with us, Lord, for it is evening, it is dark, we 
are scared and anxious. Stay with us, Lord, there’s room at this table for you.” And then 
the guest becomes the host, and it is Easter.  

 
Because we know it is Easter, we can pray in the dark and know that that for which 

we pray is already coming to pass – Stay with us. 
 
One of the exercises we encourage the Confirmation students to do each day, right 

before they go to bed, to reflect on all the ways they witnessed the grace of God on that 
day. It is a way of giving thanks, of acknowledging Easter, and of saying, “Stay with us, 
Lord, for it is evening.” That small act of prayer is a letting go, a remembering that God 
holds all our hours in love and grace. 

 
Seeing all their statements of faith and the ways they planned and led us in worship 

today makes me proud, to be sure, but it is also a witness, especially in these days, that 
Christ is alive and at work in their lives and in all ours as well.  

 
Even as we pray it, whether through tears, or clenched teeth, or in profound joy, it 

is already coming to pass – “Stay with us, Lord…” and he takes his place at our tables, 
and in the fading light takes the bread, and once again we see and are seen, it is Easter, 
and we are home. Amen. 


