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     Reflecting on the familiar story of the risen Christ encountering two of the disciples on 

the Emmaus Road on that first Easter night, New Testament scholar, John Dominic Crossan, 

writes, “The two disciples were leaving Jerusalem in disappointed and dejected sorrow.  Jesus 

joined them on the road and, unknown and unrecognized, explained how the Hebrew scriptures 

should have prepared them for his fate. Later that evening they invited him to join them for their 

evening meal, and finally they recognized him when he served the meal to them. And then, only 

then, they started back to Jerusalem in high spirits. The symbolism is obvious…Emmaus never 

happened. Emmaus always happens.”   

    “The symbolism is obvious….The encounter on the road to Emmaus as a summary of 

Christian thought and practice, as a summary of the Christian experience of Jesus, the living 

Lord…an experience that continues to this day, whether or not the story is factually true. Even if 

it never literally happened, Emmaus always happens in the lives of Christians everywhere. What 

do you think of that?  And does it have anything to do with your experience of Jesus?  Does 

Emmaus ever happen in your life?   

     Responding to my request for sermon topics, one church member said she wanted to 

hear something about Jesus, because she is having some doubt about really needing him, 

wondering what role he might play, on her own journey of faith. And I have heard that same 

concern raised by a number of you over the years in Bible studies, adult classes and even 

informal conversations. What is Jesus role in my faith…does he have a role in my faith? What 

does Jesus Christ actually do for Christians…what does he do for me?  I have been the pastor 

of this church long enough to know that I probably cannot tell you what you ought to believe 

about anything….from Jesus to NFL football. So this morning I just want to lay out some of my 

thoughts, my reflections, on Jesus and why he remains central to my faith, why I continue to 

confess that Jesus is Lord.    

     Peter Marty, Lutheran pastor and author, shares this story: “When I needed a 

childhood photograph for an upcoming staff retreat, I climbed up to the attic to forage among the 

boxes. There I found my earliest photo album, and in it a picture from my second year of life – 

me, asleep in my high chair.  As a youngster, I used to think that was the funniest picture in the 

book. As I held the hefty album, I noticed that the brittle binding clung to life by threads. Not 

only had the pages from 1958 torn away at their serrated fold, but the rubber cement 

underneath each photo had died. Rubber cement, one of the great wonders of the world, 

apparently has a life expectancy less than 50 years.  

     “All of the precious photos from my first three years were jumbled together. I imagined 

a historian trying to assemble these pieces of my life, and wondering what the rhyme or reason 

was to this collage of cluttered prints.  Mother had painstakingly glued each one in careful 

order, but now the glue had failed, and now one season of my life blurred into another, with 

pictures taken on the beach mixed with those of pajama-clad kids in our living room.” 

     I think of the failed glue in Marty’s photo album, how everything gets kind of jumbled 

together in life, and am reminded of the words we heard from Colossians, “He himself is before 

all things, and in him all things hold together.” Jesus as the glue – the bond - that never fails; 

the One who, for me, holds it all together, gives it all meaning. In those inevitable moments 

when things seem to be falling apart, when the apparatus of life seems on the edge of collapse, 

when anxiety and despair are prying open the door of my heart, my prayer is that the peace of 

Christ may somehow hold my life, or the life of a loved one together, that Christ himself can find 

a way to settle into my troubled heart….the glue.  

     It is an interesting and unique thing about Christianity. To use its two closest relatives 

as examples, Jews find the decisive revelation of God in a book, the Torah – first f ive books of 

the Old Testament. Muslims find the decisive revelation of God in a book, the Qur’an. 

Muhammad is the revealer, but not the revelation. But for Christians, the decisive revelation of 

God is a person, Jesus, not a sacred book. For us, he reveals, discloses, what can be seen of 

God in a human life. He is the revelation of what God is like – of God’s character and passion. 

    It has been our historical claim that when we look at Jesus, we see as much of God as 

we can ever hope to see. In the words of our text, “For in him all the fullness of God was 

pleased to dwell.”  He is Emanuel – God with us, he is the Lord of the church, and in his name 

we are freed to love one another and empowered to share that love with a hurting world.  Do 

those words sound too academic, too dry, too detached? Consider this:  



     John Newton trafficked in human flesh, was a sea captain and a slave trader. It is 

hard to visualize this man as the one who wrote the hymns, Glorious Things of Thee Are 

Spoken, and Amazing Grace, but he did.  He wrote them after he encountered this Jesus. Just 

before his death, he confided to a friend, though by then it was no secret, that he still felt the 

liberating power of Jesus’ presence. Years earlier, mired in the slave trade, he had had his own 

“Emmaus Road” experience, had encountered Jesus, the living Lord, and heard his words about 

not harming little children, heard him say God loves them and God loves you, and from that 

haunting, loving, persistent presence he could not escape. And so he resolved to turn his life 

around – the true meaning of repentance – and somehow, the Spirit of Christ gave him the 

strength to see it through. We sing his hymns still.  

     Here is Albert Schweitzer, German Lutheran, intellectual giant, talented genius. His 

view of Jesus, outlined in his writings, was strictly academic. But then he hears Jesus’ words 

about caring for the “least of these,” and the academic relationship becomes intensely personal. 

He surrenders everything – prestige, money, fame – to lose himself among the suffering and 

diseased people of Africa. Why? Emmaus Road…in Jesus, he had heard and encountered the 

voice of God and had to follow. 

     Or here is Mohandas Ghandi…from a non-Western culture, sophisticated, educated, 

prosperous and Hindu. But he has his own Emmaus Road experience and ever after seeks to 

follow in Jesus’ way, a way of non-violence.  He liberates a people and dies a martyr. Among 

his possessions, which can be wrapped in a small blanket, is found a drawing of Jesus beneath 

which is written, “He is our peace.”  In Jesus, Ghandi had felt the presence of the Divine. 

     It’s a popular phrase. I’m sure I have used it in sermons and columns more that 

once…”We are the hands and feet of Jesus in the world.”  It sounds so good, it preaches so 

well…this message that it is now up to us to continue the good work Jesus started.  But I have 

to confess that, in recent days, I f ind myself backing away from that statement because it almost 

makes Jesus sound like an artifact of the past, someone we are called to emulate, whose legacy 

we remember and continue forward….like Martin Luther King, Jr.  

     But that isn’t true when we are talking about Jesus. We are not talking about someone 

who was a great man then and there; no, we talk of One who is present with us here and now, 

calling us, still raising up disciples, still out ahead of us inviting us into a new heaven and new 

earth. Says Christopher Holmes, a theologian from New Zealand, “When we read the gospel 

narratives of Christ’s ministry, we are not reading of one whose ministry is confined to the 

dustbin of history and must be dragged into the present. Quite the opposite: we are confronted 

with reality. We are confronted by One who is still present in our midst, still working to make all 

things new, still working to shape us into persons who are able to hear his voice.”   

        Again, it is the Christian claim that when we look at Jesus, we see as much of God 

as we can ever hope to see.  This Palestinian Jew who drank wine and partied with his friends, 

who ate dinner with all the wrong kinds of people, who touched and healed the untouchable 

among us, agonized over the plight of his people, told strange stories, broke through every 

conceivable social, ethnic and religious barrier that divided people, wept over the death of a 

friend, and defied established authorities even when it meant a horrible death on a cross…this 

Jesus, for me, is the One in whom I most clearly see God, and the One whom I must follow.  

    In the final analysis, I know all the words I have spoken today may not have explained 

enough, may not have answered enough of your questions, may not have answered any 

questions or convinced anyone. But that’s all right, because finally, I am not talking about 

questions to be answered as much as I am talking about a relationship to be lived. Actually, it 

would be a relief to confine Jesus in some theological system or between the pages of a book. 

But then I f ind myself on the Emmaus Road with that haunting figure who always wants to 

know…are you just going to discuss me or will you dare to follow me?   

    No, no final answers. All I know is that whenever I see human need, he is there 

pleading with me. Whenever I see someone suffer, he is there touching my conscience. 

Whenever I encounter an enemy, he is there calling me to be a bigger person than I have ever 

been. And when I f ind myself lost in the dark valley of despair and grief…I remember, after my 

sister died, sitting there with her body, waiting for the folks from the funeral home to arrive, just 

feeling empty and numb. But there was something – someone – else in that room. Somehow, I 

knew I wasn’t alone. He was there, sharing my tears and whispering, “Fear not, I am with you 

always.”  Not all my questions were answered, my grief didn’t instantly disappear. And yet, for 

me, in that moment, it was just about enough.  Jesus, not a distant memory, but a present 

reality. He is the One who delivers us from the past, from our pain and fear and weakness, from 

our false gods, indeed from ourselves, that we might f ind our best selves in Him.          


