
The Emmaus Road, 26 April 2020 (Easter 3)

Readings: 1 Peter 1:17-23 and Luke 24:13-35

It’s helpful to remember that we never read or hear the Bible in a vacuum. We hear and we 

read Scripture at a particular time and in a particular place, and we bring to our reading and 

our hearing whichever circumstances, experiences, needs, assumptions or questions are 

uppermost for us at this moment. And they affect how we read and what we hear – inevitably 

so. And that explains why two things struck me in today’s readings, one in the Gospel and one 

in the Epistle. In the Gospel, I noticed for the very first time the complete and lamentable lack 

of any social distancing in the story of the journey to Emmaus. Cleopas and his companion 

were probably OK because they shared a household. But the stranger in the story does 

everything wrong, doesn’t he? He sees the two walkers, and instead of crossing the road to 

avoid them, he draws near. He goes with them, all the way to Emmaus. And when they reach 

their destination, he goes into the house with them and breaks bread. Of course, this wouldn’t 

have been in the least remarkable, if we weren’t living in such extraordinary times. But, 

situated where we are, I couldn’t but notice it! And then in the first chapter of 1 Peter, there’s 

a reference to living in a ‘time of exile’. That phrase may well resonate with us, as we enter the 

sixth week of lockdown. We are hugely grateful for all that is being done to keep us safe and 

well, and to keep us connected. But we’ve had enough of it. We want to see our families and 

our friends. We want to leave the house without feeling guilty or fearful. We want to go out for

a coffee. To go to a shop, other than the nearest supermarket. I could go on. And on. 

Now, these aren’t the big themes of our readings today, although the backdrop of sadness and 

disappointment in Luke and of fear and pressure in 1 Peter are real enough, and are significant.

But they may chime with our feelings today. And it’s in the light of those that I want to offer 

two thoughts, drawn from these Scriptures.

The first thought is a Gospel Affirmation. Actually, it’s the Gospel Affirmation: Jesus is alive! 

This is the realisation that gradually dawns on Cleopas and his companion, as Jesus patiently 

takes them through the Scriptures and as he sits at table in their home, takes the bread, 

blesses and breaks it, and gives it to them. At first their hearts are strangely warmed, but they 

still don’t recognise Jesus. Actually, Luke says that they are kept from recognising him until the 

very last minute. And then the penny drops, their eyes are opened, and they know, beyond a 

shadow of a doubt, that they have been with Jesus. He is alive.
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I don’t know how Easter felt for you this year. For me, it didn’t really feel like Easter at all. It 

didn’t really feel like anything. Easter became Easter when I picked up an email from a friend in

America and clicked on a recording of United Methodists from around the world singing ‘Christ

the Lord is risen today’. What made it special, I think, was that it was ordinary people, singing 

their faith.

But the message of the resurrection is true, whether it feels like Easter or whether it doesn’t. 

We can echo the Gospel affirmation: the Lord is risen; he is risen indeed – in normal times and 

in abnormal times; when life proceeds on a steady course with barely a flicker, and when our 

world is turned upside down; when we’re confident and contented, and when we’re 

bewildered, and beset by anxiety and fear. It is always true. The Gospel is grounded not on 

wishful thinking or hoping for the best, but on the great facts of the Cross and the Empty 

Tomb. Jesus is alive. This is what sent Cleopas and his friend running all the way back to 

Jerusalem, bursting to share the good news.

And that takes me on to my second thought, which moves us from Gospel Affirmation to 

Gospel Application. Knowing that Jesus is alive makes a difference. Saying that ‘The Lord is 

risen’ then affects the way we live. Peter, writing to a small Christian community living under 

pressure, and feeling metaphorically if not literally ‘in exile’, spells out what this means by 

drawing on the three classic Christian virtues of faith, hope and love. He reminds the Christians

that they have come to trust in God, the God who raised Jesus from the dead. He reminds 

them that their hope is set on God, because the resurrection is the foretaste, the first 

instalment, of the new creation, the confirmation that God’s purpose of transformation and 

renewal is steadily going forward. And he urges them to love one another, because they are 

beneficiaries of the limitless love of God. Because Jesus is alive, we trust. Because Jesus is alive,

we hope. Because Jesus is alive, we love.

Now, faith, hope and love are not easy. Not easy at any time. And certainly not easy in these 

times. The dislocation of normal life, the separation from loved ones, and the endless barrage 

of bad news surely challenge faith, batter hope and test the will to love. But God sustains us. 

And God walks with us, even when the journey is long and sad. We may not always recognise 

God’s presence on the road. We may not be in any fit state to do so because of all the other 

things going on in our hearts and minds. But God is there, nonetheless. And God, thank God, 

has still not learned to observe social distancing, and will never do so. Amen.

2


