
Then Their Eyes Were Opened 
 

 “The Walk to Emmaus,” taken from Luke 24:13-35, is a well-known post-resurrection 

story, often told, but this time let’s try to see it from a different perspective – that of its 

first reading or listening audience some thirty years after the events it describes. What did 

its first listeners hear? They were second-generation Christians, possibly in Antioch, 

facing the everyday routine of faith. They were Christians once-removed from the story, 

now at some distance from it. Maybe they’d heard something about it, but they hadn’t 

actually experienced it, not as if they had been there. Now as they listen to the text, to the 

actual words of the text, what are they hearing?   

 

It’s first of all a story of non-recognition, of two men spending an afternoon and early 

evening with Jesus and not recognizing him until the very end. And it’s a reminder that 

resurrection life is different than life as we experience it – that it transcends space and 

time, that it appears and disappears at will, even behind locked doors, that it can be 

recognized and maybe not, that perhaps it moves through higher dimensions. But back to 

our text and those who heard it first: What are they hearing?  

 

They’re hearing that on that Resurrection Sunday two of Jesus’ disciples were walking 

out to the village of Emmaus, some seven miles from Jerusalem. They were talking about 

everything that had happened – Jesus’ death, the strange darkness over the whole land at 

midday, the city filled with rumors afterwards. As they walked along talking, a man – it 

was Jesus himself – joined them, but they did not recognize him. They did not know that 

it was Jesus. It did not occur to them that he was there. But he was.  

 

He asked them what they were discussing. They stopped, and Cleopas (who was one of 

the two) asked, “Are you just visiting?  Don’t you know the things that have happened in 

Jerusalem these past few days?” It does not for a moment occur to him that he’s talking 

to Jesus, but he is! 

 

Jesus asks, “What things?” “About Jesus of Nazareth,” they replied. And then they 

related to him all that happened from the crucifixion Friday until the early Sunday 

morning rumors that something remarkable had happened at the tomb of Jesus. And they 

are saying all this to Jesus! And they’ve even been told he’s alive again. But they did not 

know it was him. It did not occur to them that he was there, but he was.  

 

So Jesus said to them, “How foolish you are, and how slow of heart to believe all that the 

prophets have spoken! Did not the Christ have to suffer these things and then enter his 

glory?” And beginning with Moses and all the Prophets, he explained to them what was 

said in all the Scriptures concerning himself. But still they did not know that it was Jesus 

who was with them, but it was.  

 

As they approached the village to which they were going, Jesus acted as if he were going 

farther. But they urged him strongly, “Stay with us, for it is nearly evening; the day is 

almost over.” So he went in to stay with them. When he was at the table with them, he 

took bread, give thanks, broke it, and began to give it to them. Then their eyes were 



opened and they recognized him, and he disappeared from their sight. They asked each 

other, “Were not our hearts burning within us while he talked with us on the road and 

opened the Scriptures to us?”  

 

They got up and returned at once to Jerusalem. There they found the Eleven and those 

with them, assembled together and saying, “It is true! The Lord has risen and has 

appeared to Simon.” Then the two told what had happened on the way, and how Jesus 

was recognized by them when he broke the bread.  

 

So what the first listeners would have heard from this story is this: that although these 

two men did not know it was Jesus, although it did not occur to them that it could be, it 

was. It was him, and he had been there all along. They thought they were alone in their 

misery, just talking to themselves, mourning the death of a friend. But Jesus came and 

walked with them.   

 

They thought they were joined by a casual stranger, one who at first really seemed “out 

of it.” But the one with them was Jesus. And although they did a really fine job of 

describing Jesus, and telling his story – and they did! – they did not know that the one 

they were telling it to was Jesus. And even when Jesus – Jesus himself – explained the 

whole point of Hebrew Scripture to them, they still did not know it was him.   

 

He had walked the whole way with them. When they least expected it, when they could 

not imagine it, Jesus was with them, as he had always said he would be. Where two or 

three are together in his name, he’d said he’d be there. And he is. He was there on that 

walk to Emmaus, and the readers of the text realize that he is also with them though they 

do not recognize him, though it had not occurred to them that he could be there. 

Wherever they are, whatever they’re going through, he is with them. He’s with us always 

to the very end of the age.  

 

Some years back on Crucifixion Friday we were having a memorial service in our church 

sanctuary as evening fell. It was a very simple affair. Twenty or twenty-five gathered. We 

focused our thoughts on the cross, read the Scripture accounts, prayed, sang, and then we 

had time for private reflection. And in that time of quiet, I began to picture Jesus on the 

cross. And I could almost picture him! His features almost came in! Could I? And it came 

so close. And then it was the face of a guy named Joe Gauci. He is dark and 

Mediterranean, and that evening he was seated just across the aisle. But I realized in that 

very moment that this was the point! And Joe’s features faded out, and Debbie’s came in, 

and then Clare’s, and Kim’s, Kim being interrogated, Bill being scourged, J.G. stumbling 

through the streets of the city on those knees of his, Joan being nailed to the cross, Eddie 

gasping for air, pushing up in agony on his feet.   

 

But always Jesus, when we least expect it, when we cannot imagine it, with us to the very 

end of the age. Go back and read the story. Closely. Catch its echoes. When is it Jesus is 

revealed? It’s in the common meal. And the cup becomes, as Scripture says, a 

participation in the blood of Christ and the bread becomes a participation in the body of 



Christ (1 Corinthians 10:16). He is with us. God in Christ is with us. Jesus is with us 

always to the very end of the age.  Can we imagine, visualize, recognize that?   

 

You see, it’s only if I can finally see him when I do not expect him, when I think I am all 

alone, or when I think I am only with a friend grieving another’s death, or when I think 

I’m with a casual stranger, or yes, when I feel my heart burning within me, it’s only when 

my eyes are opened and I begin to recognize him here/there/everywhere/all the time, 

moving through all the dimensions of reality, that my life can really change, that I can 

really experience innocence and empowerment, energy and vitality, forgiveness and 

confidence, liberation, even euphoria, things so radical, so naturally unimaginable, that it 

can only be described as rebirth.  

 – Dale Pauls 


