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13 Now on that same day two of them were going to a village called Emmaus, about 
seven miles* from Jerusalem, 14and talking with each other about all these things that 
had happened. 15While they were talking and discussing, Jesus himself came near and 
went with them, 16but their eyes were kept from recognizing him. 17And he said to them, 
‘What are you discussing with each other while you walk along?’ They stood still, looking 
sad. 18Then 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?’ 19He 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, 
20and how our chief priests and leaders handed him over to be condemned to death and 
crucified him. 21But we had hoped that he was the one to redeem Israel. Yes, and be-
sides all this, it is now the third day since these things took place. 22Moreover, some 
women of our group astounded us. They were at the tomb early this morning, 23and 
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. 24Some 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.’ 
25Then he said to them, ‘Oh, how foolish you are, and how slow of heart to believe all 
that the prophets have declared! 26Was it not necessary that the Messiah should suffer 
these things and then enter into his glory?’ 27Then beginning with Moses and all the 
prophets, he interpreted to them the things about himself in all the scriptures.  
 
28 As they came near the village to which they were going, he walked ahead as if he 
were going on. 29But 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. 30When he 
was at the table with them, he took bread, blessed and broke it, and gave it to them. 
31Then their eyes were opened, and they recognized him; and he vanished from their 
sight. 32They 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?’ 33That same hour 
they got up and returned to Jerusalem; and they found the eleven and their companions 
gathered together. 34They were saying, ‘The Lord has risen indeed, and he has appeared 
to Simon!’ 35Then they told what had happened on the road, and how he had been made 
known to them in the breaking of the bread.  
 
36While they were talking about this, Jesus himself stood among them and said to 
them, ‘Peace be with you.’ 37They were startled and terrified, and thought that they 
were seeing a ghost. 38He said to them, ‘Why are you frightened, and why do doubts 
arise in your hearts? 39Look at my hands and my feet; see that it is I myself. Touch me 
and see; for a ghost does not have flesh and bones as you see that I have.’ 
 

I’m sure you have heard by now the conversation related to six degrees of 

separation—this notion that we are more connected than we realize.  The idea that 
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the world is really shrinking in terms of relationships was mentioned by a 

Hungarian writer in 1929 and then fast forward to the 90’s and there was a play and 

then a film all of it related to the proposition that you and I are linked by no more 

than six relationships with everyone else on the planet. Long, long before 

technology began to advance at lightning speed, there was a sense that the world 

from the perspective of humanity was getting smaller. 

Here’s an example of six degrees of separation.  My friend and colleague Dr. 

David Hartman was a student of Sheldon Vanauken, a history professor at 

Lynchburg College, who had a profound influence on Dave not only as a historian 

but also as a man of faith.  While Vanauken was a graduate student in history at 

Oxford, he developed a similar relationship with his professor C. S. Lewis.  (Just in 

case you are keeping score that means three degrees of separation between me and 

C.S. Lewis.) 

Much more important is the faith conversation between Lewis and Vanauken 

that was captured in a collection of letters published in various publications. 

Vanauken’s journey to faith is captured in his beautiful book A Severe Mercy which 

won the National Book Award and more of Lewis’ letters to Vanauken have been 

published entitled Yours, Jack. 

The intellect and passion revealed in this conversation is remarkable. To be 

mentored personally by C.S. Lewis on matters of faith is not for the faint of heart.  

Listen to one exchange between the two in December 1950: 

Vanauken first: 

“I said at the start that I felt I was treading a long road that would one day lead 
me to Christianity.  Is it only that I want to believe it?  At the same time something 
else in me says Wanting to believe is the way to self-deception.  Honesty is better 
than any easy comfort.  For the apostles who could talk to Jesus, it must have been 
easy. But I live in a real world of red buses and nylon stockings and atomic bombs; 



SERMON FOR APRIL 30, 2017  3 

I have only the record of other’s claimed experiences with deity.  No angels, no 
voices, nothing.  Or yes, one thing:  living Christians.  Somehow you in this very 
same world, with the same data as I, are more meaningful to me than the bishops of 
the faithful past.  You accomplished leap from agnosticism to faith: how?” 

 
C.S. Lewis replies: 

“My own position at the threshold of Christianity was exactly the opposite of 
yours.  You wish it were true:  I strongly hoped it was not.  The notion, as you have 
suggested, that everyone would like Christianity to be true, and that therefore all 
atheists are brave men who have accepted the defeat of all their deepest desires, is 
simply impudent nonsense.  Do you think people like Stalin and Hitler would be 
pleased on waking up one morning to find that they were not their own masters, that 
they had a Master and a Judge, that there was nothing ever in the deepest recesses 
of their thoughts about which they could say to Him, ‘Keep out.  Private.  This is 
my business’?  Their reaction would be (as mine was) rage and terror.  And I very 
much doubt whether even you would find it simply pleasant.” 
 

Vanauken replies: 

“Why does God expect so much of us?  Why does he require this effort to 
believe?  If He made it clear that He is—as clear as a sunrise or a baby’s cry—
wouldn’t we be right joyous to choose Him and His law?  Why should the right 
exercise of our free will contain this fear of intellectual dishonesty?” 
 

This conversation is elegant and inspiring and reminds me that coming to faith 

has been a hard won battle for many people.  As the conversation continues Lewis 

takes issue with Vanauken’s understanding of world religions and then Lewis 

focuses on the particular claims of Christianity. 

And that’s just what we are doing together on these Sundays following Easter.   

Through the testimony of the Gospels we are directly connected with eye witnesses 

to the dawn of Christianity.  In the scripture in front of us this morning Luke is 

sharing with us information he has gathered from those who saw the risen Christ 

with their own eyes, who talked with him as they walked down a dusty road outside 

Jerusalem.  The story in front of us today is particularly remarkable.  
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In one of his commentaries on the gospel of Luke, the late Fred Craddock notes 

that this resurrection appearance is without parallel in the other gospels.  It is told 

with the kind of narrative artistry that is particular to Luke.  No wonder we love this 

gospel!  Luke tells his stories in a style reminiscent of the Old Testament.  You 

might compare the account of two men encountering Jesus on the road to Emmaus 

with the story in Genesis 18 of three strangers stop by the tent of Abraham and 

Sarah.  In both accounts the visitor comes with important information.  In both 

stories the true identity of the visitor revealed at the end.  

What is best about this and other resurrection accounts is there is plenty of 

room for us to consider the details and make our own decisions.  The reader isn’t 

coerced in any way.  Luke tells us earlier in chapter 24 that the women carry the 

story of the empty tomb and the encounter with two men in dazzling white back to 

the 11 apostles and the men agree it is an idle tale not to be believed.  If these 

accounts we review in the Sundays following Easter seem problematic to you then 

you’re in good company.  After all, Mary believes at first she is talking to the 

gardener.  Thomas suspects at first that the others are the victims of wishful 

thinking.   

When it comes to the two disciples on the road to Emmaus, Luke tells us their 

eyes were kept from recognizing Jesus at first. Couldn’t the same be said of C.S. 

Lewis and Sheldon Vanauken, that their brilliant logical minds would not initially 

validate the claims of Christianity.   

How is it, then, that the doubtful disciples in today’s story become witnesses to 

the risen Christ.  Luke tells us it is an encounter with scripture that first opens their 

eyes.  This isn’t a new theme for Luke.  Do you remember the story of the Rich 

Man and Lazarus?  The Rich Man pleads with Abraham to send a messenger to 

warn his brothers to prepare for eternity.  Abraham answers,  
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“They have Moses and the prophets; they should listen to them.” 

In today’s scripture, Jesus listens closely to the disciples’ account of what has 

happened in Jerusalem and he challenges them.  “Why are you so slow to believe 

all that the prophets have declared?” he asks.  “Was it not necessary that the 

Messiah should suffer these things and then enter into his glory?” Then beginning 

with Moses and all the prophets, Jesus interpreted to them the things about himself 

in all the scriptures. 

Can you imagine what it was like that day to listen as Jesus laid out God’s plan 

of salvation?  It was the ultimate Bible study!  Our ability to stand on the solid rock 

of Jesus Christ is directly linked to our knowledge of scripture, to our insight into 

the nature of God, to a relationship with the Bible that grows deeper with every 

passing year.  Our Christian Education ministry team is working hard to plan for 

new Bible study groups that happen during the week and groups that meet in homes 

because we know that God’s plan for this church and that everyone is engaged in 

the study of God’s word.   

On that day of resurrection the risen Christ is revealed through scripture and he 

is revealed through sacrament.  Luke 24 verse 30: 

When he was at the table with them, he took bread, blessed and broke it, 

and gave it to them.  

Luke leaves no doubt that this meal is the Lord’s Supper.  Even though he is a 

guest, Jesus assumes the position of host.  He takes the bread and blesses it just as 

he did in the upper room the night before his arrest.  Here is reflected the rhythm of 

the early church already being experienced by Luke and his community at the time 

this gospel was written.  Each time the church gathers, the risen Christ is revealed to 

us as we open God’s word and as we gather around the Table. 
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One of my favorite textbooks in seminary was The Writings of the New 

Testament by Luke Johnson.  I went back to that book this week because I 

remembered a section that really spoke to me.  It was in the chapter “The Claims of 

the First Christians” and that is what we are considering in these Sundays when we 

look at these resurrection accounts.  We are considering the evidence.  These are in 

fact the claims of the first Christians.  Listen to Luke Johnson’s words: 

It is in the experience of the first believers that the origin of Christianity and of 

the New Testament must be sought.  Something happened in the lives of real 

women and men; something that caused them to perceive their lives in a new and 

radically altered fashion.  The New Testament is incomprehensible if seen as a 

collection of theological writings in an abstract mode.  It was because men and 

women of the first century Mediterranean world, both Jews and Greeks, found their 

lives suddenly and inexplicably transformed by a new and unsuspected power, from 

a new and confusing source, that they were forced to reflect on their lives in a new 

way.  What experience could be profound enough and powerful enough to change 

timid followers into bold and prophetic leaders? What power could transform a 

fanatic persecutor into a fervent apostle?  What unseen hand shaped, out of the 

unpromising materials of Galilee, a community that would eventually change the 

contours of the known world by its proclamation of the Good News from God? 

It was easy for me to find this passage in the textbook—my highlighter was 

working in overdrive that day!  I remember that my heart was pounding when I read 

these words.  It seemed to me Johnson was writing in the style of a movie trailer 

only this had to be the best movie ever.  It is the greatest story ever told.  And 

thanks to our relationship with the risen Christ, there are only two degrees of 

separation between us and the witnesses to the resurrection. 
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