ON THE ROAD LESS TRAVELLED!
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We are certainly familiar with the story of the road to Emmaus! But how little we probably
know about it! First, where are we going? The village is said to be about 11 km from Jerusalem,
but there is no place of that name within that distance. Other locations at a greater distance
have been suggested as the site because they may have borne that name in the past.? Perhaps
we don’t need to know where the place was; we should concentrate on the story.?

Who are the persons who start the walk on the evening of that momentous day that changed
everything for the followers of Jesus? One of them is named: Cleopas. The story tells us that
they arrived home when it was “almost evening”. They invited the stranger who had joined
them to stay with them. This suggests that the two travellers were members of the same family.

Some commentators have suggested that the second traveller was Cleopas’ son, Simeon, who
succeeded James, the brother of the Lord, as the second bishop of Jerusalem.* Tradition says
that Cleopas was the brother of St Joseph, husband of the Blessed Virgin Mary, and was
married to another Mary, a sister or sister-in-law of the Virgin. Mary, wife of Clopas, is
recorded by John as being one of the three Marys at the foot of the cross.’ This opens the
possibility that the second traveller was that Mary, a possibility acknowledged by some
scholars.® This was husband and wife returning home. If the tradition about them is true, it is
the more amazing that the travellers did not recognise the stranger who joined them, since he
was a member of their family.

A stranger joins them on the homeward journey. They do not recognise who he is. Perhaps they
took him for a pious Jew who had attended Jerusalem for the Passover.” The stranger appears
both ignorant and knowledgeable. He appears not to know what had happened to them, but
when they tell him, he gives them a biblical exposition about why their experiences were both
predicted and necessary. Still, the penny doesn’t drop.

On arriving home, the travellers invite the stranger to stay with them. In doing so, they showed
proper hospitality; it was dangerous for a lone person to be abroad at night. Once the stranger
had accepted their invitation, and had entered their home, they offered bread, again part of their
hospitable duty. As the stranger breaks the bread, their eyes are opened and they recognise
Jesus. Then he was gone.
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With hindsight, they realise that they should have recognised Jesus earlier. They return to
Jerusalem and tell the disciples. What does all this mean?

Is it about Cleopas and Mary finding Jesus? In the 1994 film, Forrest Gump, the hero meets
Lieutenant Dan, an angry disabled US military veteran. During their conversation, Dan asks
Forrest:

Lt. Dan: Have you found Jesus yet, Gump?
Forrest: I didn't know I was supposed to be looking for him, sir.®

That’s not the only movie where this question is asked. In the 2009 film, New in Town,’ Lucy
Hill, a high-powered woman executive from Florida is sent to a small Minnesota town to
restructure a food manufacturing plant, which would result in destroying the town’s economy.
On her arrival, Blanche Gunderson, the plant secretary, drives Lucy around the town:

Blanche Gunderson: Do you mind if I ask you a personal question?

Lucy Hill: Isn’t that what you've been doing?

Gunderson: Have you found Jesus?

Hill: Well, I didn't know he was missing. ... It was just a joke.

Gunderson: Normally we don’t joke about Jesus around here. But I can see how you'd think
that was sort of funny.

Hill: Imagine Jesus gone missing.

Gunderson: Imagine.!°

It seems a reasonable question, but it’s the wrong way around. The whole point of the
Incarnation is not to bring God to earth in Jesus so that we might find him. The Incarnation is
God looking for us. That is the point of the calling of the disciples; Jesus found them, they did
not find him. On the road to Emmaus, Jesus found Cleopas and Mary in their bewilderment
and confusion. Not only that, until he revealed himself, Jesus was a stranger but Jesus,
nevertheless. The action of Cleopas and Mary in inviting the stranger to stay is the mirror of
Jesus saying, “I was a stranger and you welcomed me”.!! With no welcome, no revelation.

The pivotal point of the Emmaus story is the moment when Jesus takes the bread and breaks
it:

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 ...

But this too is the wrong way around. Cleopas is the host; he is the one to take the bread, give
thanks and break it. Suddenly, the guest has become the host. What do we make of that? There
is no doubt that this is a Eucharistic reference.'® The Venerable Bede noted in his Homilies on
the Gospels:

8 Forrest Gump

9 New in Town - Wikipedia

10 New In Town Script - transcript from the screenplay and/or the Renee Zellweger movie and New in Town -
Plugged In

' Matthew 25:35, Getting to know the stranger: what theology can teach us and Eastertide: Welcoming the
Stranger - Transforming Center

12 Luke 24:30-31

13 (7) Emmaus: Breaking Bread, Telling Stories - by Andrew McGowan

2



https://www.generationterrorists.com/quotes/gump.html
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/New_in_Town
http://www.script-o-rama.com/movie_scripts/n/new-in-town-script-transcript.html
https://www.pluggedin.com/movie-reviews/newintown/#spiritual-elements
https://www.pluggedin.com/movie-reviews/newintown/#spiritual-elements
https://www.trinity.unimelb.edu.au/whats-happening/news/theology-and-getting-to-know-the-stranger
https://transformingcenter.org/2015/04/part-2-jesus-himself-drew-near-welcoming-the-stranger/
https://transformingcenter.org/2015/04/part-2-jesus-himself-drew-near-welcoming-the-stranger/
https://abmcg.substack.com/p/emmaus-breaking-bread-telling-stories?utm_source=post-email-title&publication_id=1350771&post_id=193601630&utm_campaign=email-post-title&isFreemail=true&r=2jvii7&triedRedirect=true&utm_medium=email

Whom they did not recognize in the explanation of Holy Scripture, they recognize in the
breaking of the bread.'*

As St Augustine commented:

Remember, though, dearly beloved, how the Lord Jesus wished himself to be recognized in the
breaking of bread, by those whose eyes had been kept till then from recognizing him. The
faithful know what I’'m talking about; they know Christ in the breaking of bread. It isn’t every

loaf of bread, you see, but the one receiving Christ’s blessing, that becomes the body of Christ.
15

It was for our sakes that he didn’t want to be recognized anywhere but there, because
we weren’t going to see him in the flesh, and yet we were going to eat his flesh. !¢

We recognise this i Chatterton Dix’s hymn, “Alleluya, sing to Jesus”, where the last lines say:

Thou on earth both Priest and Victim
In the Eucharistic Feast.!”

None of this would have happened if Cleopas and Mary had not embarked on their journey in
the first place. Augustine again:

So what benefit has this reading bestowed on us? A very considerable one, if we understand it
rightly. Jesus appeared. He was seen with their eyes, and wasn’t recognized. The Master was
walking with them along the way, and he himself was the way. And they weren’t yet walking
along the way; he found, you see, that they had wandered off the way.'®

He was at one and the same time seen, and concealed. I mean, if he wasn’t seen, how could
they have heard him questioning them, and answered his questions? He was walking with them
along the road like a companion, and was himself the leader."

This is the importance of walking with Jesus, who i1s himself the way. No walk, no encounter.
No encounter, no hospitality. No hospitality, no bread. No bread, no discovery.

The Road Not Taken Robert Frost

Two roads diverged in a yellow wood,
And sorry I could not travel both

And be one traveller, long I stood
And looked down one as far as [ could
To where it bent in the undergrowth;

Then took the other, as just as fair,

And having perhaps the better claim,
Because it was grassy and wanted wear;
Though as for that the passing there
Had worn them really about the same,
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And both that morning equally lay

In leaves no step had trodden black.
Oh, I kept the first for another day!

Yet knowing how way leads on to way,
I doubted if I should ever come back.

I shall be telling this with a sigh
Somewhere ages and ages hence:

Two roads diverged in a wood, and I—
I took the one less travelled by,

And that has made all the difference.?
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