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This month as I sat down to write my annual report in preparation for our Annual Congregational 

Meeting in May, I found that I was having trouble remembering anything that happened before 

about March 16—the day we learned that we would be sheltering-in-place in Alameda County. 

The longer we’ve been in this isolated state (a rather biblical 40 days, so far), the more it seems 

that we’ve always been here, and the harder it is for me to remember anything that came before. 

 

Are you having this experience, too? No other national or world event I’ve been through so far—

not even 9/11—has had this effect on me, of creating a sense that the world as we know it has 

changed irrevocably, and there is now the time before the pandemic, and the time after, and we 

will not return to the “normal” of the time before. The conversations I have with my friends and 

family and colleagues are not about the time before, or about what we’ll do when things go back 

to the way they were. We all seem to realize now that we will never go back. The world has 

changed, and mostly what we talk about now is how we’ll continue to get through the times we 

find ourselves in. 

 

I can’t help but think that the disciples of Jesus must have had a similar feeling. Their whole 

world had been turned upside down and inside out, and nothing would ever be the same again. 

These two disciples of Jesus walk together on the road to Emmaus, talking about the one big 

event in their lives that has changed everything. They know there is no going back to the way 

things used to be. There is only moving forward into an unknown future. 

 

I’ve always loved this story of Jesus appearing to the disciples from Luke’s version of the 

Gospel. I love the idea that, at least in the way Luke presents things, Jesus first shows up to 

disciples who are outside the inner circle. We’ve never heard of Cleopas and his unnamed 

companion before, yet they are named as disciples of Jesus here. And, as an aside, the fact that 

his companion is unnamed may very well mean that this other disciple is the wife of Cleopas. I 

love the dramatic tension that we know it’s Jesus, but they don’t, and we wonder how long it will 

take for them to recognize him. I love that they recognize Jesus when they break bread together. 

I love the way they describe their experience later: “Weren’t our hearts on fire when he spoke to 

us along the road?” Other translations say, “weren’t our hearts burning within us?” It’s a perfect 

way to describe that way it can feel when we recognize we are in the middle of a holy moment. 

 

This passage always calls up in me a sense of longing and poignancy, and there are two things 

that are especially poignant for me this year. One is that this is a story that describes the pattern 

that our worship service is based on. Some theologians believe that “Luke crafted this story to 

point his readers—[people] who likely had never met or seen Jesus—to Sunday worship as the 

place where they would [… encounter…] the Risen Lord and have their hearts warmed by faith 
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and fellowship.”1 It doesn’t seem accidental to me that the four parts of the passage—Jesus 

meeting them [on] their journey, interpreting Scripture with them, giving thanks and breaking 

bread with them, and then departing again to witness to the world—model so closely the ancient 

pattern of worship that we follow every Sunday: gathering together, hearing and interpreting the 

Word, sharing a sacred meal, and then going forth into the world to share the good news.  

 

What’s poignant for me is that we are not able to gather to physically experience this rhythm of 

worship… and we don’t know when we’ll be able to do so again in the near future. To hear this 

narrative this week is, honestly, a bit painful in the middle of our social distancing and isolation. 

Yes, we are gathering. We are hearing and interpreting scripture together. We are breaking bread 

together. We are sharing the good news. But it is not the same, not as deeply satisfying, to keep 

these ancient rituals in a virtual space. 

 

Another poignancy for me is the disappointment that the disciples name. “We had hoped that he 

was the one who would redeem Israel.” Theologian David Lose suggests these “may be the three 

saddest words in Scripture…or in our lives. ‘We had hoped….’”2 

 

For the disciples, they had hoped that Jesus would be the one to break the bondage of Rome’s 

oppression of Israel. For us, it might be, “We had hoped that our sheltering in place would have 

ended by now,” or “We had hoped that the peak in new Covid-19 cases would have been reached 

by now.” How many times in our lives have we expressed our failed hopes in this way?  

 

 I had hoped I would have gotten that important promotion… 

 I had hoped the cancer would be in remission… 

 I had hoped I could have seen my dad one more time before he died… 

 I had hoped we could have reconciled… 

 

I think there are few things more painful than failed hopes. And yet, despite the disappointment 

that is part of this narrative, it is also a story of profound hope and possibility.  

 

The first thing in the story that offers me hope is the way that Jesus comes alongside these 

disciples in all their disappointment and failed hope. Before Jesus does anything else, he does 

this: he asks the disciples to name their loss. The question he asks, “What are you talking about 

as you walk along?” is not the idle question one stranger might ask another. It’s not, “How’s it 

going?” or “What are you up to these days?” Instead, it’s Jesus asking the disciples to be 

vulnerable, to be willing to name their pain so that the burden might be shared.  

 

Naming our pain, our grief, our loss is essential if we are to move beyond it. And by “moving 

beyond” loss I don’t mean to say that we can erase the pain or leave it fully behind us, but that by 

 
 1 David Lose, “Easter 3A: Poignancy and Possibility,” blog post on …In the Meantime, posted on April 24, 

2020; http://www.davidlose.net/2020/04/easter-3-a-poignancy-and-possibility/. Accessed on April 25, 2020. 

 2 David Lose, “Easter 3A: Dashed Hopes and Surprising Grace,” blog post on …In the Meantime, posted on 

April 24, 2017; https://www.davidlose.net/2017/04/easter-3-a-dashed-hopes-and-surprising-grace/ Accessed on 

April 25, 2020. 

http://www.davidlose.net/2020/04/easter-3-a-poignancy-and-possibility/
https://www.davidlose.net/2017/04/easter-3-a-dashed-hopes-and-surprising-grace/


3 

 

naming our loss and sharing its burden we can transcend it, so it no longer defines us. In other 

words, naming our pain creates room for us to be surprised by God.3 

 

The disciples had believed that Jesus would be a warrior who would physically liberate them 

from bondage; they didn’t understand that Jesus was a love warrior who came to liberate them 

spiritually. They may have misunderstood what Jesus came to do, but their pain and grief are 

real, and once they have named it and shared it, they are more ready to recognize a new way to 

encounter Jesus and to “be surprised by God’s decision to show up just where they least expect 

God to be.”4 

 

“Jesus meets the disciples on the road. This is more than a symbolic representation of the 

gathering rites of our worship[;] this is an actual promise that Jesus always meets us where we 

are, whether in celebration or mourning, whether in victory or defeat, whether in gladness or 

sorrow, whether in times of heath or sickness or even pandemic.  

We are on a journey… [as individuals, as a congregation], as Christians, and as a society—both 

national and global—and Jesus regularly shows up midway through the journey, while we’re still 

on the road, to encourage us, accept us, and embolden us.”5 

 

Another way I find this a story of hope is the way that it takes the disciples a good bit of time 

before they recognize Jesus—and they are not the only ones. In John’s gospel, the Pharisee 

Nicodemus is introduced in chapter three, but he doesn’t demonstrate his faith in Jesus until he 

buries him in chapter nineteen. All four of the gospels record that the disciples have a reaction of 

doubt, disbelief, dismay, and confusion when the news of the resurrection comes to them—none 

of them believes right away. And here, Cleopas and his companion don’t recognize Jesus until he 

breaks bread with them. “Sometimes, faith comes easy. At other [times,] faith can be pretty 

damn hard and Jesus remarkably difficult to recognize. Either way, Jesus is there, waiting 

patiently for those he has already called.”6 No matter how much I am struggling to see Jesus 

right now, this story assures me that he is already present. 

 

All the disciples who walked with Jesus thought that they had lost him to death and violence. 

They didn’t realize that they had to find a new way to walk with him. We, too, had a particular 

way of walking with and recognizing Jesus in the time before the pandemic. We are being called 

now to reconsider our walk. How can we walk with Jesus when we are sheltering in place? How 

do we recognize Jesus in others when we remain isolated? How do we spread the good news 

when we can’t even leave the house? 

 

Friends, I’m not sure yet just how we’ll answer these questions in the days to come. But I do 

know this for sure: Jesus meets us where we are. Whether we are on the road or sheltering in 

place. Whether we are filled with disappointment or with hope. Whether we recognize him yet, 

or not, he is coming alongside us, asking us to share our burdens, and inviting us into that 

unknown future, into a new walk with him. Amen. 

 
 3 Ibid. 

 4 Ibid. 

 5 Ibid. 

 6 Lose, “Easter 3A: Poignancy and Possibility.” 


