3rd Sunday of Easter
Sermon 4.6.08

Scripture:
Luke 24:13-35

A few years ago, Jesse came home from work one Friday evening and said to us, “Let’s go to Bennigan’s for dinner!”  My first thought was, am I being filmed?  Am I unwittingly starring in a commercial for Bennigan’s?  If so, it would be an ineffective commercial.  I was a mess—probably unshowered, likely dressed in pj’s.  Jack was an infant then, and Toby a toddler, and it was mid-winter and dark outside, though only four-thirty in the afternoon, all of which is to say that the three of us had been housebound all day, maybe even all week, or month.  What’s more, I hadn’t been out to dinner since before Jack was born, or out after dark, or out at all.  So, when Jesse came through the door, full of energy, and said, “Let’s go to Bennigan’s for dinner!” I wondered if maybe I should introduce myself—“Hi, I’m Liz, and you are…?”
But then I caught the buzz of excitement.  I remembered the restaurant that had been under construction at the Lenox Shops (which is already now a thing of the past).  The first thing to happen there was the old Lennox House Restaurant was gutted and torn down.  Then something new began to go up—pieced together from so many prefabricated parts.  Built to look like a barn, with a fake silo and an unworking weathervane and the look of high-up double doors that would open up to the hayloft, Bennigan’s, it was said, was coming to Lenox—this chain restaurant to a town where the only chain anything before now had been Burger King, CVS, and Ames.  But this chain was different, because it’s made to look as if it’s not a chain but a mom-and-pop place, as if old man Bennigan decided to open a restaurant on a lark.  A close relative of the Italian Olive Garden and the Mexican Chili’s and the heartland’s own Applebee’s, Bennigan’s is supposed to transport us to the crowded pubs and country lanes of Ireland, its interior walls hung with Irish kitsch—factory-chipped signs for Guinness draughts, factory-bent street signs from Blarney and Dingle and Limerick.  But the dining is as American as can be, with menus that feature photographs of the food, entrees so salty they burn your tongue, and sodas so big it’s difficult to imagine anyone taking advantage of the free refills.  You eat there and your ankles swell with water-retention, and yet, somehow, you leave feeling thirsty.  
“Yes!” I said, suddenly filled with energy.  “Let’s go to Bennigan’s for dinner!”  I jumped up to get myself and the children pulled together.  And as we moved from the kitchen to the car, I wondered, “Will they be open for dinner?  It’s only four-thirty.”

Well, they were open for dinner, and it was packed.  Only their third night in business, they even had a wait.  Winter, of course, is when many businesses in the Berkshires close for the season in order to avoid closing for good.  But Bennigan’s, though new in town, was crammed with customers.  So, we joined the clamorous crowd waiting to hear our names called: Jack dozed in his sling, Toby buzzed with all the excitement, Jesse escorted him from amusement to amusement (video games, jukeboxes, pinball machines, games of chance with carnival-esque prizes), all while I hoped the wait wouldn’t be longer than any of us could handle.
It wasn’t.  But the worry was misplaced, anyway, because the dining room resembled the waiting area—a brightly lit hall noisy with music piped in, electric with televisions at every vantage point broadcasting closed-captioned news and commentary, though this also busy with wait-staff running here and there, and filled with tables and eaters and food.  We settled on an entrée that we’d never heard of and wasn’t accompanied by a photograph and so our waitress described as “like a meat donut.”  Well, we just had to have that!  And, when it came we shoveled it into our mouths as if under serious duress.  Suffice it to say, if later our hearts burned within us, it was merely heartburn, and it would pass by morning.
The burning hearts of the disciples that day was, of course, something quite different.  That day, that very day on which our reading this morning begins, was Easter, and these two disciples walking to Emmaus and talking as they went were likely struggling to come to terms with the fact that the tomb Jesus’ body was supposed to be in was found that morning empty.  And even more than this, they were probably struggling to understand this vision of the angels who told the women at the empty tomb that Jesus was, in fact, alive.  And even more than this, they were probably struggling to reconcile their conviction that Jesus, who was clearly a prophet mighty in deed and word before God and all the people, was also the Messiah of God, was perhaps Resurrected by God, and yet had been crucified by a collusion of the chief priests, the imperial governor, a mob of pilgrims gathered in Jerusalem for Passover, and Roman centurions who wielded the hammer and nails—crucified like a common criminal.   So pressing was their struggle for cognition, in fact, that when Jesus Resurrected did come to them, and walk with them, and ask them what they were talking about, they were kept from recognition, this more important aspect of faith—not mere cognition, but recognition.

This is likely a familiar story to you.  This is one of those many scriptural stories that have made it into our cultural idiom—like the snake and the apple, like the flood and the ark, like the camel and the eye of the needle, like the widow’s mite.  To allude to the road to Emmaus is to point to an experience of revelation, suddenly seeing anew or knowing more fully.  Eureka in the bathtub; a key, a kite, and an electrical storm; the voyage of the Beagle: these allusions serve the same purpose—all remembering moments of insight, revelations of seeing that lead to revolutions of thought.  But, as is so often the case, our familiarity serves to blind us, too, to the ways in which this story should surprise.  

One such surprise is that these two disciples were going to a village called Emmaus.  Nowhere else does the village of Emmaus come up.  This is a place of so little spiritual or scriptural importance that nowhere else is it even mentioned in the Bible.  Jesus, as far as we know, never went there.  None of the known and named disciples were from there.  Nothing of note happened there, apparently, from the time of Abraham until the time when these two unknown and one unnamed disciples were traveling there, all of which tells us something about Jesus and the God whom he called Daddy—that he would choose a showing that was significant indeed to take place, not in the Temple, not in Jerusalem, not in any of the spiritual hotspots that have been mentioned already (Bethlehem, the River Jordan, the Sea of Galilee, or the like) but on a road to nowhere.  
Another surprise is that these two disciples are each no one we’ve heard of.  Cleopas and the other guy are strangers to us, one such a stranger that Luke doesn’t even name him.  And yet they’re the first ones, according to Luke, to see Christ Resurrected.  For a sight of such significance we might suppose Jesus would have chosen a witness of significance—Caiaphas the High Priest or Pilate the governor; or any of the twelve original disciples; or even one of lower lights, but still players in the story like the Roman Centurian who realized after the crucifixion, “Surely this man was innocent,” or the Samaritan woman who wondered of Jesus, “He cannot be the Messiah, can he?” or Nicodemus who came to Jesus under the cover of darkness, or Zaccheaus who sought out Jesus from the top of a tree.  These first witnesses to this thing that we, two millennia, are still struggling to come to terms with, are merely two disciples who were going to a nowhere village.  They could be anyone.  They could be us.
And then there’s this, less surprising, more disappointing, at least to me—that Jesus, after saying 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 his glory?” then, beginning with Moses and all the prophets, interpreted to them the things about himself in all the scriptures; and yet Luke doesn’t tell us what he said.  How I would like to know!  How I would like to have a full and clear understanding of the true meaning of both scripture and Christ crucified and resurrected.  Call me a church-nerd: I would really like to know, and not only because it would make my job a lot easier, not only because it would make my weekly struggle to come to terms with the readings so I might have a sermon that makes some sense for your sake, not only because then I would really be someone worth listening to week after week.  (By the way, thank you for your patience on this point.)  I want to know what this all means for my sake.  I want to know for me.  I’d like this matter settled once and for all—why did Christ have to suffer in order for us to be saved?
You may think you know what the “right” answer is—that Christ died as a substitutionary sacrifice to appease a wrathful God for our sin.  You may also suspect that this “right” answer is wrong—that if God is love and Christ is God’s Son, then the crucifixion simply can’t have been satisfying to God who is love and whom Jesus called Daddy.  What I can tell you is that this answer, though considered “orthodox,” is in fact a formula whose origins we can trace, and not back to the early church but to the 12th century from three men who worked it out in succession, all of whose names begin with “A”—Anselm, Abelard, and Aquinas.  What more I can tell you is that, if you suspect this formula doesn’t add up, then you’re not alone.  In fact, after 1,000 years of being enthralled by this disturbing answer, many in the church are going back to the question, standing before it in our terrible unknowing, trembling before it in our lack of cognition—why did Christ have to suffer these things and then enter his glory?—yet hoping to see in it some truth that helps us recognize this God who is love and Jesus who is God’s Son, whom humanity crucified and whom God raised, and who returns now to us in forgiveness and peace.
This is the recognition those two disciples finally came to when, after hearing preaching that made their hearts burn within them, and then inviting him in to be their guest-turned-host at dinner, and then watching him take bread and bless it and break it and give it to them, their eyes were opened that they could finally see him.  No longer blinded by their own sadness, no longer blinded by their own inability fully to understand, at last they recognized him in this service of word and sacrament that would become the template for Christian worship hereafter.  And with this recognition, they got up and returned to Jerusalem to find the eleven and to gather their companions together to start this thing we know as church.  

It’s surprisingly simple, really.  And yet it seems to elude us.  We seem to have a need to complicate things—or better to say “complexify.”  We seem to have a need to complexify things.  I had a divinity school professor who used this word a lot.  The funny thing is that it isn’t a word.  And whenever he said it—“Kant complexified this.”  “Let’s not complexify things too much.”—I’d think, “Wait.  Do we really need to invent a new word for this.  I mean, we already have ‘complicate’ and that seems to be working just fine.’”  But so it is that we complexify things.  Is it out of fear that we do this?  Is it some dread at how bare and simple life might be that we find so many ways to distract ourselves?  I wondered this at Bennigan’s that night, while I could barely hear and couldn’t focus and shoveled a meat donut into my mouth and my thoughts raced: what are they trying to distract me from? what is it that this restaurant, this culture, is trying to avoid me from recognizing? that the food is bad? that the atmosphere is artless? that the sense of place is an illusion? that the entertainment is full of nonsense?  Sitting there overloaded and stressed out, what was I supposed to be safe from recognizing?  And what if that recognition is the thing that makes me truly safe, all of us truly saved—the recognition that God is love, that Christ comes to us in forgiveness and peace, and that the Holy Spirit encourages us to do the same for one another’s sake?  

I’ll admit this: sitting among that harried, hungry crowd, I missed you all.  I missed us as we gather in this artful, honest room.  And I missed the meal that we eat together every month—that simple meal that somehow satisfies.  I can’t explain to you what it all means, and I imagine you neither need nor want me to.  But I do recognize that there is meaning for us, as we eat bread that God in Christ has taken and blessed and broken and distributed, as we do this in the faith that we are what we eat, and as we pray once again that so we might be taken and blessed and, yes, broken and distributed as a means of God’s grace and eternal love.
Simple as that.

Thanks be to God.
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