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Stranger in Jerusalem 

Reading from the Gospels:  Luke 24:13-32 

I hope I am not displaying any test anxiety today.  For you see, I 

have an eye exam tomorrow. Isn’t that exciting?  The bullet of air shot 

at your pupils; the futility of trying not to blink; dilated pupils on a 

sunny day; what’s not to like? You gird up your courage by repeating a 

mantra over and over:  At least it’s not the dentist … no drills today! 

Actually, such appointments, offered by caring and sensitive 

professionals are absolutely essential for the care and protection of the 

eyes and teeth that are so crucial to the quality of your life.  You’d never 

want to miss such an appointment, but that doesn’t make you want to 

go. The anxiety is insane as I hopelessly struggle with the doctor’s 

questions.  Which is clearer, 1 or 2 … 1 or 2?  Uh … yes? 

Is it just me, or do you also fight the impulse to cheat on your eye 

exam? You are so tempted to steal a mental photo of the eye chart as 

you enter the exam room. You are squinting, straining, and fidgeting, 

hoping to fake your way through. A, F, Z, D, C?  Of course, the jig is up 

once the doctor hands you that card to read.  Read the bottom sentence, 

please.  Uh … The anteater was lazy on hiccup pope for property. Not 
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quite. Try it with this lens. The accountant was leery of his client’s hope 

for prosperity. 

Try as you might, squinting will not will not ultimately prevent 

these failures of recognition that occur with greater frequency as we 

age, whether it’s the letters on an eye chart, or the trombone action 

with the book, or the faintly familiar face that fails to conjure up a 

name for you, or the life trauma we should have seen coming, or the 

encounter with grace that passed by without our recognizing it.   

Our physiological finitude dictates that these dreaded failures of 

recognition will be an inevitable part of life as we know it. On the other 

hand, our failure to clearly see what is right in front of us is often due to 

inattention, preoccupation, indifference, trauma, or hubris.  In fact, our 

eyes may be wide open, but if our minds are closed, we will see nothing. 

Too quick to draw conclusions, or make assumptions, or force an 

agenda, we fail to acknowledge, recognize, or comprehend so many 

occasions of grace that greet us each day. Ergo, Clara Scott penned the 

prayer and melody that your grandparents and parents sang, Open my 

eyes, that I may see; Glimpses of truth Thou hast for me…  It is in this 

same spirit that we offer a prayer of illumination prior to the reading of 
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scripture in worship each week. Grant us ears to hear you, eyes to see 

you, minds to know you, and hearts to love you through your living 

word. 

Well, hearts were heavy and minds were blown on that first 

Easter morn. While many in Jerusalem bustled around, going about 

business as usual in the same way you or I would greet any typical 

Monday, our day after Sabbath; there were others with drawn faces and 

red, swollen eyes, hiding in fear, or walking about in a fog, or driven to 

distraction with conspiracy theories, explanations, and snowballing 

questions.  A disturbing report had come back from Joseph’s tomb.  It 

was empty. On Friday, Jesus’ crucified and lifeless body had been 

placed in a tomb made available by the benevolent Pharisee from 

Arimathea.  The tomb had been sealed and secured, but now it was 

open and empty. 

In a way, this news, delivered by Mary Magdalene to the disciples 

in Jerusalem, hadn’t changed anything.  There was the mysterious 

message of the two unnamed dandy dressers at the tomb recounting 

Jesus’ own words from his time with the disciples, but as of yet, (forgive 

the pun) those words had not been fleshed out.  
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As I observed last week, the only Easter announcement thus far 

was:  Jesus is gone! He is gone, indeed!  And yet, as someone pointed 

out in Bible Study this week, it is impressive to consider how quickly 

the news of Jesus’ disappearance circulated without the assistance of 

phone, text, email, snapchat, or Instagram. Luke tells us that two guys, 

outside the inner circle of Jesus’ eleven disciples, were headed to 

Emmaus and already dissecting the circumstances and rumors 

concerning the recent events in Jerusalem and this late-breaking news 

of Jesus’ mysterious disappearance. 

Luke says, “While they were talking and discussing, Jesus himself 

came near and went with them, 16 but their eyes were kept from 

recognizing him. 17 And he said to them, "What are you discussing with 

each other while you walk along?" They stood still, looking sad. 18 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?" 

Their eyes were kept from recognizing him. We cannot say what 

kept their eyes from recognizing him, but we can certainly relate to 

those curtains that keep us from recognizing others or comprehending 



 

 

5 

5 

the sacred in the events and encounters in our lives.  Be it self-

involvement, or senses diluted by those hypnotizing screens that take 

up far too much space in our souls.  

I’m not sure why we worry about the rise of artificial intelligence, 

when we’ve already leased out so much of our minds and spirits to the 

data demigods that consume our energies and attention. Go to any 

public space and it quickly becomes evident that the zombie apocalypse 

has already taken place. Our senses, dulled by our digital IVs, render us 

incapable of paying attention to the road, much less each other, much 

less the occasions of grace that surround each day’s journey. 

The Spanish philosopher Jose Ortega Gassett said, “Tell me what 

you pay attention to and I will tell you who you are.” That is certainly a 

truth we cannot honestly deny.  Novelist Willa Cather observed that, 

“Miracles... seem to me to rest not so much upon... healing power 

coming suddenly near us from afar but upon our perceptions being 

made finer, so that, for a moment, our eyes can see and our ears can 

hear what is there around us always.” 
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The ancient Celts, and subsequently, our Presbyterian forebears, 

the Scots, often spoke of thin places, those occasions when 

circumstance, location, spirit, and mindset combine to make the veil 

between earth and heaven so thin you can almost see through it.  Or, as 

the Celts would say, “Heaven and earth are only three feet apart, but in 

thin places that distance is even shorter.”   

The island of Iona off the west coast of Scotland, where I traveled 

during my sabbatical, is known by pilgrims who travel there to be a 

thin place. My experience there, as we worshiped in the ancient abbey 

that looked out upon the waters separating Iona and Mull, would 

certainly affirm that sentiment.  But thin places are not confined to 

exotic locations that require pilgrimage.  For if life itself is understood 

to be a pilgrimage, thin places pop up in all sorts of places, from the 

shade of a backyard tree on a summer morning, to a conversation with a 

Haitian child in Bayonnais, to a Tenebrae service here on Good Friday, 

to a chorus of Handel’s Hallelujah on an Easter morn, to a visit to a 

friend in the hospital, to a walk with the dog on the greenway, to the 

brief journey on, of all places, a New York subway. The poetic voice of 
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Peggy Shriver tells of a thin place experienced on a subway train far 

below the bustling traffic of 34th Street. 

Doors opened with a silent scream, 

like photographs of anguish; 

   the subway paused, shed cargo 

and raged on. 

 

     She lurched aboard, 

          sagged into a vacant seat, 

     frail weight of her gray years 

hunched with cold. 

      Numb fingers plucked at rags, 

          drawn close against raw misery. 

                   Knuckles, cracked and swollen white, 

                      clutched into a plea for warmth. 

 

      He, dark and lithe, 

swung down the aisle, 

  taut jeans dancing 

rhythmically. 

       With Latin grace 

   he, sidling past 

   her patient form, 

               in one smooth gesture 

         disappeared through subway doors, 

leaving in her lap, 

        like folded dove wings, 

                    his black leather gloves.  (Peggy Shriver, Pinches of Salt) 

All that is required is an open heart, an open mind, and the 

willing suspension of disbelief and you will discover signs of the divine 



 

 

8 

8 

all around and even among a good deal of the people you encounter if 

you’re paying attention. Charles Darwin said, “Attention, if sudden and 

close, graduates into surprise; and this into astonishment; and this into 

stupefied amazement.” 

Cleopas and his companion, walking and talking their way to 

Emmaus, have a clear understanding of the story, the basic narrative of 

Christ’s physical encounter with earth. Indeed, they offer an accurate 

summary to the stranger joining them on their walk. But their story 

was incomplete; they knew the outline but they did not grasp the 

meaning, and so clarity was eclipsed by confusion.  Their minds 

thickened by bewilderment, their place was not yet thin. And yet, look 

at the elements in the narrative that would lead them to that thin place 

where they would be stupefied by God’s amazing grace. 

First, their walk itself, so filled with deep conversation about the 

mystery of Christ, could be called a pilgrimage.  You don’t have to travel 

to Spain’s Camino de Santiago trail to embark on a pilgrimage, for each 

new day offers opportunities for reflection and discernment, the 

calendar serving like mile markers on the Appalachian Trail, 

contemplation enriched by conversations along the way.  
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A second element of the trip to Emmaus that primes one’s senses 

to the presence of grace is (Surprise, Surprise, I can see it in your eyes!) 

the study of and conversation around the Scriptures.  What’s the guy in 

the commercial say?  “I’m not just a professional, I’m a client as well.”  

Luke tells us, “beginning with Moses and all the prophets, [Jesus] 

interpreted to them the things about himself in all the scriptures.” 

There actually is so much grace revealed and illumined through the 

shared study of the Scriptures. As the Psalmist proclaims, “How sweet 

are your words to my taste, sweeter than honey to my mouth!” 

A third element of the Emmaus narrative that sensitizes all 

pilgrims to the power of present grace is hospitality seen here in the 

pilgrim’s invitation to the stranger of Jerusalem.  In Hebrews, it is 

written, “Do not forget to show hospitality to strangers, for by so doing 

some people have shown hospitality to angels without knowing it.” You 

never know where or in what guise God chooses to show up, but 

hospitality makes way for relationship and relationship is grace. 

Finally, the fundamental element of any encounter with grace is 

Christ, who through the power of his Spirit makes himself known.  Look 

at the sacramental quality of the meal Cleopas and that other guy share 
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with Jesus.  “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.” 

Grace happens.  It just does.  Are we doing the things that help us 

to activate our senses when it happens so that we may have ears to hear 

Christ, eyes to see Christ, minds to know Christ, and hearts to love 

Christ? Or will the stranger in Jerusalem remain a stranger in 

Ballantyne?  Grace happens.  Are we paying attention? 

Now, I’m not one to put doilies and lace on a sermon with a 

concluding poem, but I want you to hear Peggy Shriver’s words not so 

much as an encounter with art, but as what for her was an eye-opening 

encounter with grace on another subway pilgrimage. 

Titled A Collision of Cups, Shriver reflects, 

Submissive to the thunder of the rails, 

the riders rest their eyes unfocused 

 on the subway floor, 

 refusing the assault of insolent graffiti 

 that taunt their alien and alienating srawl 

 everywhere but underfoot. 

 

As doors slide open, bawling, then muffling the subway’s roar, 

a blind man feels the aisle with his feet,  
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 extending in his hand 

 a cup of meager gratitude. 

Wary passengers cast their good eyes 

 upon that cup, 

 but no one moves to fill it. 

 

From opposing doors another tinkling symbol clangs; 

A robust youth, lacking only legs, 

 lurches down the aisle, 

 his cup overflowing 

 from obvious need. 

 

The captive crowd, responding to his smile 

and outstretched hand, 

 tenses for the pending shoot-out 

 of drawn cups. 

 

Sensing the hulk — but not the crutches — before him, 

the blind man shakes his cup. 

Shifting his weight upon one crutch, 

The boy plucks a coin  

from his own cup 

and drops it in the other. 

 

Like loaves and fishes 

the coins multiply 

as passengers, abashed, 

fill the blind man’s cup. 

 He moves slowly on, 

 baffled by grace.  (Peggy Shriver, Pinches of Salt) 

Will the stranger in Jerusalem be recognized here?  Amen.  


