
Sermon—Eyes Open (Luke 24)

The story in our Scripture passage today is often referred to just as “The Walk 
to Emmaus.” In the United Methodist Church, it’s also the name of one of the 
most popular spiritual retreats—The Walk to Emmaus program has been 
around for over 40 years now, and those who go through the retreat are 
guided to seek new ways to live out their faith in their daily life. This scripture 
passage is so popular in the United Methodist Church that this year, the 
General Board of Discipleship actually suggested that pastors try preaching 
from another text this week so that we might try something new…

Frankly, though, I’ve had enough of new and different for now. I’d much rather 
stick with something familiar. Unfortunately, April of 2020 has other plans. 
And, as I read this story, even it becomes new in the light of the world around 
me. And perhaps that’s exactly the right way to approach this passage—so 
whether you know the story by heart or it’s your first time hearing it, let’s 
listen together to this story from Easter Sunday. 

While the 11 remaining disciples are still locked in a room, afraid and hiding 
out, Jesus’ other followers have begun leaving Jerusalem and returning to their 
homes. Their leader has been crucified, and now that it’s Sunday, and the 
Sabbath has ended, they are making their way back to their normal lives. They 
are defeated. Their leader is dead. Their hopes are dashed. And despite the 
rumors of something happening at the grave early that morning, they can’t 
justify staying longer. And so Luke begins:

Now on that same day two of them were going to a village called Emmaus, about 
seven miles from Jerusalem, and talking with each other about all these things 
that had happened. While they were talking and discussing, Jesus himself came 
near and went with them, but their eyes were kept from recognizing him.

And he said to them, "What are you discussing with each other while you walk 
along?" They stood still, looking sad. Then one of them, whose name was Cleopas, 
answered him, "Are you the only stranger in Jerusalem who does not know the 
things that have taken place there in these days?"

He asked them, "What things?" 



They replied, "The things about Jesus of Nazareth, who was a prophet mighty in 
deed and word before God and all the people, and how our chief priests and 
leaders handed him over to be condemned to death and crucified him. But we had 
hoped that he was the one to redeem Israel. Yes, and besides all this, it is now the 
third day since these things took place. Moreover, some women of our group 
astounded us. They were at the tomb early this morning, and when they did not 
find his body there, they came back and told us that they had indeed seen a vision 
of angels who said that he was alive. Some of those who were with us went to the 
tomb and found it just as the women had said; but they did not see him."

Then he said 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 into his glory?" Then beginning with Moses and 
the prophets, he interpreted to them the things about himself in all the scriptures. 

As they came near the village to which they were going, he walked ahead as if he 
were going on. But they urged him strongly, saying, "Stay with us, because it is 
almost evening and the day is now nearly over." So he went in to stay with them. 
When he was at the table with them, he took bread, blessed and broke it, and 
gave it to them. Then their eyes were opened, and they recognized him; and he 
vanished from their sight.

They said to each other, "Were not our hearts burning within us while he was 
talking to us on the road, while he was opening the scriptures to us?" That same 
hour they got up and returned to Jerusalem; and they found the eleven and their 
companions gathered together. They were saying, "The Lord has risen indeed, 
and he has appeared to Simon!" Then they told what had happened on the road, 
and how he had been made known to them in the breaking of the bread.

This is the word of God for the people of God. Thanks be to God.

Listening to this scripture with COVID ears, two things have caught my 
attention. First, that they were simply able to gather and break bread. But 
second, it was the two places where Luke referred to their eyes. When Cloepas 
and his companion first see Jesus, they don’t know who he is. Luke writes, 
Their eyes were kept from recognizing them. And then at the end, after they 
have eaten together, it says then their eyes were opened and they recognized 
him; and he vanished from their sight. 



All my life, reading these accounts of people failing to recognize Jesus on Easter 
Sunday has been baffling to me. Sure, he had died and they weren’t expecting 
to see him, but still, I told myself that I would certainly recognize someone I 
had been that close to. But I failed to account for the trauma they had endured.

Over this last month, we may not have experienced trauma, but the ongoing 
stress of the pandemic is taking its toll. Even if our physical demands and 
commitments have been reduced, the relentless news reports coupled with 
navigating a new way of living, all while being isolated with a looming threat 
on the horizon—all of that has meant our brains are overwhelmed. 

Mental health professionals have noted all the ways we might be experiencing 
this stress: fatigue, sadness, mood swings, a desire to stay very busy, or a lack 
of motivation to do anything at all. There’s one form of this distress called 
“executive disfunction”—it’s that feeling when you know you need to do 
something, and you know what it is you need to do and even how to do it, but 
you just can’t. You can’t seem to get into gear, to move forward. It’s a stuck-
ness coupled with numbness. And it’s because our brains are overwhelmed, 
like a computer with too many windows open, and now our brains are frozen.

Part of the problem is we don’t have a roadmap. We haven’t done this before 
and we don’t have experience to guide us and we don’t know where we are 
going or how long it’s going to take us to get there. We are floating when we 
feel like we ought to be moving. We had all these plans and ideas, and now we 
don’t. And everything is different. 

And for the first time, I can understand how the followers of Jesus might be in 
such a state they cannot even recognize his face. The disciples. These followers 
and thousands of others thought they knew what lay ahead. And in a single 
day, every plan and hope and their faith itself came crashing down. Their 
minds are so overwhelmed they cannot process one single thing more. Their 
eyes were simply unable to recognize him. 

Until they ate together, that is. Who knows how long they had been walking 
together on the road, but it was long enough for Jesus to go through every 
prophecy about the Messiah in all of scripture. And yet, it wasn’t until they 
stopped, and he broke bread that they were able to recognize him. And then he 
was gone. They finally saw, and then he was gone. 



It would be easy, in this time of social distancing, to say that it was gathering 
together that made the difference, but that can’t be it. They were together long 
before that moment. No, it wasn’t the physical presence. It wasn’t even the act 
of sharing a meal or breaking bread. The thing that was different was simply 
that they had stopped. They had stopped walking in order to eat and rest. And 
in that moment, they recognized the Risen Christ who had been with them the 
whole time. 

Beloved of God, as we sit at home, it may feel like all we are doing is stopping 
and resting, but staying in one place isn’t the same as being still. Sitting isn’t 
the same as resting. Given the choice, I’m sure that none of the disciples would 
have chosen to experience the trauma of Jesus’ crucifixion, but in that Easter 
light, for the first time they were able to begin to comprehend just who Jesus 
was. Up until then, their plans and their ideas and their goals and their timeline 
and their priorities kept them from truly seeing who was standing before 
them. For the two on the road to Emmaus, their grief and their confusion and 
their trauma kept them from recognizing the Savior. 

Beloved of God, hear this good news. You have been offered an opportunity to 
sit. To pause your march forward into the next thing. To be still in your own 
company. To rest—not to sit idle, but to intentionally rest. And in that moment, 
to open your eyes. To see who is before you. To see God in the midst of your 
grief and frustration and loneliness and fear and questioning. To see God. Still 
good. Still loving. Still working. Still Risen. Risen Indeed. Alleluia.


