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The Gospel according to Luke includes ten occasions when the disciples sat at the 

table with Jesus: seven meals with Jesus the Prophet; one meal with Jesus the Christ; and 

two post-resurrection meals with Jesus the Lord.  In each meal, we can find forgiveness, 

reconciliation, faith, and salvation. 

The meals with Jesus the Prophet tended to be on the scandalous side because he 

had a habit of inviting sinners and tax collectors to join him and the disciples.  He even 

had dinner at the house of Simon, a Pharisee. 

The one meal with Jesus the Christ, the most important one, the one we call ‘The 

Last Supper’ but which morphs into ‘The Lord’s Supper,’ is a meal that memorializes the 

historic Jesus and anticipates the future mission of the church, all at the same time. 

Finally, the two post-resurrection meals dwell on Jesus’ presence among the 

disciples as the risen Lord, which is a whole new experience, as you might expect. 

Today’s reading features two discouraged disciples leaving town, heading for a 

village called Emmaus a few miles away.  This is an echo of how Jesus models mission 

by sending us out two or three at a time.  By making it a round trip back to Jerusalem to 

tell what happened on the road, Luke underscores the missionary theme.  The fact that 

only one disciple is named, and this is the only mention of Cleopas in the Gospels, 

enables us to take on the role of the unnamed disciple, if we want it.  This is how Luke 

put his audience, and us, into the story. 

The pair start by telling the stranger about Jesus of Nazareth, ‘a prophet mighty in 

deed and word.’  They give him all the relevant facts, but we wonder if they understood 

the story they were telling.  After all, the news about the empty tomb ‘astounded’ them. 

Then Jesus tells them about the Messiah and interprets to them ‘the things about 

himself in all the scriptures,’ going back to the beginning of God’s Word through Moses 

and all the prophets. 
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Finally, when they get back to Jerusalem, their friends tell them that the Lord has 

risen and has appeared to Simon.  Then they in kind tell about their experience and how 

Jesus had been made known to them in the breaking of the bread. 

Discouraged at best; grieving at worst, it all starts to make sense.  This is Luke’s 

Gospel in a nutshell, using the ten meals as guidance: Jesus is presented as the Prophet, 

then as the Messiah, and finally as the Lord.  Remember it is still Easter – the first day of 

the new creation – and Easter is all about this identity progression. 

As Jesus told the two disciples, it was necessary that the Messiah suffer these 

things – these very human things like crucifixion – and then enter into his glory.  

Otherwise, we could never understand what Jesus the Prophet was all about. 

In this particular meal, much is made of the fact that the disciples didn’t recognize 

Jesus until he took the bread, said the blessing, and then broke the loaf.  How could they 

not recognize him?  Did he look different from just a few days ago?  And how could 

Jesus keep a straight face through all of this?  Where’s his sense of humor?  We had the 

same problem last week when Jesus appeared to the other disciples in the locked room – 

on this very same day. 

Today, as Luke tells it, it was the disciple’s eyes that prevented them from 

recognizing Jesus.  Perhaps they didn’t really know him in the first place.  Throughout 

Luke’s Gospel, the disciples have shown a consistent lack of understanding about Jesus, 

so maybe there was no way for them to recognize him now as the risen Lord. 

Notice that these two disciples were going away from Jerusalem, away from the 

faith community, maybe because they were dejected or maybe they feared for their lives.  

Or, perhaps their faith is not so strong. 

The irony is, as they were telling Jesus their story, it turns out they could see him, 

but they couldn’t recognize him: two different things.  Maybe they needed to see Jesus in 

the flesh in order to believe in the empty tomb. 

So, Jesus was with the disciples all day, and when they asked him to stay with 

them as evening approached, he pretended that he had to move on.  He had no intention 

of leaving them, but he gave them the chance to offer him hospitality, which they did and 

which he accepted.  From Luke’s point of view, it was still ‘the first day of the week,’ 

and as Yogi Berra once observed, it would not be over until it was over. 



 3 

At the table, it was Jesus who took the bread and said the blessing.  It was Jesus 

who broke the loaf and then gave it to them, not the other way around.  Jesus, who was 

the disciples’ guest, took on the role of host, going beyond what was expected.  It was 

when he broke the bread that the disciples’ eyes were opened. 

At the beginning of the day, Jesus was just a prophet from Nazareth to them.  

Through Jesus’ interpretation of Scripture, they came to understand Jesus of Nazareth to 

be the Messiah, the Christ.  And now, in their shared hospitality and in the breaking of 

the bread, they finally recognized Jesus as the risen Lord. 

It was in this moment, in the breaking of the bread, in the sharing, in the 

participants expectations, that this meal became a ritual, a meaningful sacrament, ‘an 

outward and visible sign of inward and spiritual divine grace.’ 

Then, when Jesus vanished from their sight, they headed back to Jerusalem, to 

their community, their hearts burning to tell their friends what had happened. 

Jesus, now beyond his mortal existence, became a symbol to a small but growing 

faith community that saw the need to not only break bread together but to tell the story 

and to also offer fellowship and hospitality to the stranger in their midst. 

Luke implies that it is important to remain with ones’ faith community to 

persevere through thick and thin together, and to engage with the world through active 

ministry. 

My wife carries some loose change and dollar bills in the car when she goes into 

Boston because you never know who you might meet when you’re waiting at a red light 

on Mass Ave.  The guy holding up a sign that says he’s homeless could be a scam artist, 

but chances are, these days, he’s homeless.  So, we err on the side of hospitality.  One 

day, I joked that by giving that guy money, he’d probably just use it to buy…food. 

When we give a hungry person a sandwich, who benefits?  Would it be us or the 

hungry person?  By ourselves, we’re not going to end the homeless crisis or poverty or 

drug addiction by handing out a few dollars here and there, but it won’t hurt.  It’s sort of 

a modern-day equivalent of breaking bread together at the table. 

New North Church supports several ministries.  Our contributions to the local 

food pantry and to the Child Fund, for example, may not change the world, but they 

might help make it better by degrees.  Jesus taught us this. 
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So, what was Jesus the Prophet all about?  What does he mean to us? 

For most of Luke’s Gospel, he was on a journey back to God, and he called us to 

follow him.  On the journey, Jesus shared meals, offered fellowship, taught lessons about 

compassion and community, and ultimately prepared us to go and do likewise. 

Now, he has left us free to continue on without him, to do the best we can, in 

whatever way works best according to the needs around us. 

Father Eugene LaVerdiere once said that the sign of the new Christian family was 

its meal, an event that challenged ‘every vestige of division and hospitality.’  Those who 

accept Jesus’ call, he said, ‘welcome one another without regard for past sinfulness.’ 

When we extend hospitality to the stranger without expecting anything in return, 

we’ve set the Table and invited Christ to join us there.  May our eyes be wide open when 

we take our seats, say the blessing, and remember Jesus in the breaking of the bread. 

Amen. 


