It’s been a busy week for me.
I said goodbye last Sunday to a congregation in which I served as Intentional Interim Pastor for the past year.

I then had to finish cleaning out my office and begin the process of moving into a new office, here at St. John’s Lutheran Church, “the only church on Main Street.”

Did you hear that as I looked around my new office space I found some things left by your previous pastor… I found a pair of shoes.

I tried them on… but they really didn’t work for me.

And looking a bit more I found other pairs of shoes… walking shoes, work shoes, dress shoes, comfortable floppy shoes, (I was starting to look for a pair of clown shoes)… some shoes were paint-spattered and some polished neatly.

I discovered, as you likely know already, none of them provided me a good or perfect fit.

So, I’ll stick with my own shoes, I guess, as I begin serving here in Oshkosh.

Actually, I didn’t really find any shoes in my office… but you probably guessed that already.

But, there is a good chance that my telling you this little story brought to mind part of a sermon from Pastor Joel last week.

With a little luck, you might even remember some of what he said to you last week on his last Sunday serving you in faithful ministry.

We tell the stories… we remember… we reflect… and we learn anew.

We have today a wonderful story told in the gospel reading, of two people on the road to a place called Emmaus.

It inspired one of the more popular paintings found in many homes and churches – perhaps your own – a painting of three men on a dirt road that going through a grove of shadowed trees… the risen Jesus walking in the middle of two others.
The painter, Robert Zund – a Swiss painter of the mid/late 1800’s – created the famous painting and it became his most popular work.

One person wrote a question on the internet wanting to know who painted the picture that she remembers staring at as a child whenever her mother did her hair… it’s very meaningful to her even though she lacks good knowledge about the painting.

And, I suppose the opposite can be stated also (perhaps being actually more descriptive of what’s going on in the gospel reading) sometimes people with very complete knowledge do not comprehend the most profound possibilities of life.
Let’s look a little more at this gospel reading.

Emmaus… an unknown location supposedly near or absorbed into modern day Jerusalem.

The Hebrew word, Emmaus, means something like “warm spring”.

I can’t help but wonder whether this story uses such a name for an unknown location (meaning “warm spring” to the Hebrew speaker) to allude to baptismal practices of the early church.
I admit that I don’t know of any scholars who make such a connection… I’ll get back to this in a moment.
What we see in the beginning of this story are two of the group of Jesus’ followers who were witness to the events of the passion and who heard earlier in the morning about what some of the group saw… or didn’t see.

Traditionally, “the two” on the road accompanied by Jesus are thought of as men… although the story itself doesn’t make such a claim.

I thought it interesting to notice that the graphics for today’s bulletin show a man AND woman as “the two”.

Regardless, “the two” know the essential story of what happened to Jesus, both in terms of the passion – crucifixion – and the strange Easter event that “occurred” earlier in the day.

They, of course, are telling all of this to the risen Jesus who is portrayed as having very normal human features (not somebody of superhuman or ethereal quality… just normal and living.)

And, as the story continues, “the two” seem to realize that SOMETHING is special about what is happening… they just don’t quite get it… UNTIL they share a fellowship meal… breaking bread together, the description of which sounds a lot like the last supper story.

It also sounds clearly descriptive of the unique practice of communion in the early church.

Surely the writer of Luke intends this Eucharistic symbolism.

The early church had been practicing the breaking of bread and the sharing of wine in their time of worship and fellowship for many decades before the gospel writer placed these words and stories together into the narrative known as the gospel of Luke.

At the end of this past week, when the fortieth anniversary of Dr. Martin Luther King’s assassination was recognized, I couldn’t help but think about the idea that the Gospel of Luke, which carries this Easter story of the road to Emmaus, was likely written down MORE than forty years after the events being described.

It was forty years of early church life and worship practice lived out in regular gatherings of believers in the risen Jesus.

This is a reason why I can’t help but wonder whether there is also some kind of baptismal imagery in the use of the name Emmaus, “warm spring.”

I think that the main point in this for me of this whole story is the idea that the practices of the early church did affect the telling of the story about Jesus.

Those early church worship practices involved regular interpreting of Scripture (what we know as the Old Testament), proclamation about Jesus as Lord and risen from death, and the sacraments… of baptism with water (most common substance) and communion with breaking of bread and sharing of wine (most common foods.)
In our story, when the bread is broken, when the sacramental acts of the church occur, one can see how the story’s information takes on profound connection to the risen Jesus of faith.

As the Bible story states it in this Emmaus story, Jesus “took the bread, blessed and broke it, and gave it to them… THEN their eyes were opened and the recognized him.”

As my Greek teacher once said, 

“It is in that event (Eucharistic breaking of bread and sharing of wine) that the two disciples understand who the stranger is.  They now know it is Jesus – risen Jesus, the one death did not hold onto – who now vanishes from them.  Then too they recall that their hearts burned within them while he had been teaching them concerning the Messiah on the road to Emmaus.”
Let me suggest three things to ponder about this reading.

First, there is no one way to come to understand and SEE the living Jesus.

Belief in a Jesus risen from death is not an automatic or self-evident thing.

It is important for us to, as Martin Luther (not Martin Luther King, but the guy who lived and taught 500 years ago)… Martin Luther explained in his small catechism that faith requires the divine revelation of God’s spirit who prompts belief in us (explanation to the 3rd article of the creed).

Second, the setting for most persons to come to faith is Christian worship – where scripture, proclamation, sacrament is central – and worship is also primarily where this faith is best sustained.

You’ve chosen to worship today.  

I’m glad for you and I’m glad for your choice.

As your faith is nurtured here, others too will be glad for your choice to worship and your witness in the world in which you live.

Worship is the best we have to offer for the life-giving gospel to have meaningful impact upon people’s lives.

Finally, we see in the story of the Road to Emmaus, a lot of movement.

There are lots of action verbs here.

It is the essence of Easter proclamation and the impact of the risen Jesus on people’s lives… movement.

I’d seen it described in some history writing about St. John’s that at certain points in its history, St. John’s had tremendous amounts of movement and renewal in its life and for the community.
We see in today’s gospel story that the people of God are always on the move; they encounter change and development and workings of God’s spirit.

The movements and motions of the church have purpose…

· To tell the story of Jesus again and again,

· To interpret the stories of God and God’s people

· To have fellowship with one another and with Jesus (the very body of Christ)
· And to share all of this to a world in need of this good news.

These things are what it means to be the church.
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