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8th May 2011
A Practical Joke?

Reading:

Luke 24: 13-35
On the Road to Emmaus

 13 Now that same day two of them were going to a village called Emmaus, about seven miles from Jerusalem. 14 They were talking with each other about everything that had happened. 15 As they talked and discussed these things with each other, Jesus himself came up and walked along with them; 16 but they were kept from recognizing him. 

 17 He asked them, “What are you discussing together as you walk along?” 

   They stood still, their faces downcast. 18 One of them, named Cleopas, asked him, “Are you the only one visiting Jerusalem who does not know the things that have happened there in these days?” 

   19 “What things?” he asked. 

   “About Jesus of Nazareth,” they replied. “He was a prophet, powerful in word and deed before God and all the people. 20 The chief priests and our rulers handed him over to be sentenced to death, and they crucified him; 21 but we had hoped that he was the one who was going to redeem Israel. And what is more, it is the third day since all this took place. 22 In addition, some of our women amazed us. They went to the tomb early this morning 23 but didn’t find his body. They came and told us that they had seen a vision of angels, who said he was alive. 24 Then some of our companions went to the tomb and found it just as the women had said, but they did not see Jesus.” 

 25 He said to them, “How foolish you are, and how slow to believe all that the prophets have spoken! 26 Did not the Messiah have to suffer these things and then enter his glory?” 27 And beginning with Moses and all the Prophets, he explained to them what was said in all the Scriptures concerning himself. 

 28 As they approached the village to which they were going, Jesus continued on as if he were going farther. 29 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. 

 30 When he was at the table with them, he took bread, gave thanks, broke it and began to give it to them. 31 Then their eyes were opened and they recognized him, and he disappeared from their sight. 32 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?” 

 33 They got up and returned at once to Jerusalem. There they found the Eleven and those with them, assembled together 34 and saying, “It is true! The Lord has risen and has appeared to Simon.” 35 Then the two told what had happened on the way, and how Jesus was recognized by them when he broke the bread. 
Sermon
Before I started work for my current firm, I was warned about the people there. “Murray, you do know they’re a bunch of practical jokers?” The warning was accurate. When I arrived I soon saw buckets left on top of half open doors; umbrellas filled with confetti; and the very favourite of all – lights would suddenly be turned off when someone was in the loo. All caused great hilarity; all incredibly juvenile; all designed to cause the greatest embarrassment to the unfortunate victim.
Generally speaking, practical jokes are intended to humiliate, but there are some that are played for the real benefit of the victim. For instance, for my 50th birthday I was given a surprise party. And it was a complete surprise. When it happened I was furious with myself for not spotting it but was thrilled when I walked into the restaurant. I was confronted by so many of my friends grinning  from ear to ear. For a couple of hours I felt like the most important person in the world – very good for the ego!
I hardly dare say this because I may be accused of blasphemy. But there is a case to be made in our New Testament reading that Jesus is playing a kind practical joke. At the very least, surely his tongue must have been in his cheek. Any of us with an impish sense of humour would have loved to have been in Jesus’ shoes here – appearing out of nowhere, astonishing the 2 disciples with his knowledge; then as soon as they recognised him, disappearing into thin air. But this story, of the 2 disciples on the way to Emmaus, has been called “the most beautiful story in the world” -  all the more so for being true. 
The disciples’ walk could hardly have started on a sadder note. They were very unhappy. They were unhappy for 6 reasons. First, the local people’s hero, Jesus of Nazareth, had been crucified. Second, it had been pretty clear that he was the first prophet who’d been seen for 400 years – now he was gone. Third, even though he was innocent of any charge, after a travesty of a trial, he’d been put to death. Fourth, it wasn’t the Romans who’d condemned him; it was their own people. Fifth, the hopes he’d raised for the future had been dashed. Sixth, this amazing man had promised to conquer death and return in 3 days, but, here they were on the third day after his death, and no sign of him.
It was a 7 mile journey from Jerusalem to Emmaus (about the same distance as from Bures to this side of Long Melford). With all these thoughts on their mind it was going to be a long, sad trek.
As they trudged mournfully along, a stranger came alongside them. They should have recognised him but they didn’t – why? There have been a number of interesting theories – the sun was in their eyes (?), their eyes were full of tears (?), their last memory of him was so different from this companion on the road (?), his resurrected body was not the same as his pre-crucifixion body (?). The most likely reason was, not surprisingly, that they simply didn’t expect to meet him. After all, wasn’t he dead and buried? 
As they walked along, all 3 of them fell into conversation. “What are you discussing?” asked the stranger. It’s always fascinating to ask a question when you already know the answer. Years ago I was looking through a window in our house when I saw one of our sons hit the other over the head with a cricket bat. I rushed in and asked what had happened. “He hit me with a cricket bat”. “No I didn’t”.  I was in the “happy” position of knowing who’d told the truth and who’d lied. 
Here, Jesus asks this question which he certainly knows the answer to. In their depressed state they give him a frosty reply.  “Are you only a visitor and don’t know what’s been happening?”  

Then they repeat to him the reasons why they feel so let down. “.... and, on top of that, some of those whimsical, fanciful women of ours went to the grave, which they found empty. They also reported they’d also seen a vision of angels who said Jesus was alive! Some of our men friends checked the grave later. They confirmed it was empty – but, of course, no angels!”
We can imagine Jesus nodding his head patiently as he walked along with them. He let them talk. Eventually, when they’d finished he turned to them and gave them an even tougher response than the one they’d given him:- “How daft and slow you are! Don’t you believe what all the prophets have said down the ages? You’ve got it all wrong. Don’t you realise that the Christ would have to suffer and die before he went back to heaven?”
The disciples must have jumped back in amazement. “How dare this stranger treat us like this! How could we have got it all wrong?” But then Jesus starts gradually to unravel the Old Testament for them. 
I love it, on telly, when an artist, like Rolf Harris, stands in front of a canvas. He makes a few brush strokes which seem totally meaningless. Then a few more which seem to add nothing. Then suddenly, after a few more lines, we recognise the Sydney Harbour Bridge with the Opera House in the background. It must have been like that for the disciples. As Jesus explained what the prophets said, the lights in their minds suddenly went on. “So that’s why he came. That’s why he died. He was the One all the prophets pointed to”.  
Yes, now they understood. And in no time they found themselves at Emmaus. The long, slow trek they’d expected had seemingly taken no time at all. This fascinating man had enthralled them with his explanation. Now they were standing outside the house they’d booked for the night.
Then: “Come and join us for a meal”, invited the two disciples. “No, no,” replied the stranger. “I must go on.” So they said goodbye and, as they watched the man walk away, one of them said to the other, “Strange way of walking. His feet seem to have been injured. And he leans to one side as if he’s been stabbed under his ribs. And, you know, we never did ask him what football team he supported.”
Is that what happened? Of course not.  Instead of letting him go they insisted he came in and ate with them. 
In the Middle East it’s the custom that the guest blesses the food before the meal. 
The stranger stands. He takes the food in his hands. Those hands – nail marks in each palm. They look up at his face. It can’t be. They freeze. They look at each other. They can’t speak. And as their mouths are open, he disappears.
They turn to each other. “How could we have been so blind? Didn’t our hearts burn as he explained the Scriptures to us?”
 All of us who are Christians know that experience – when the Bible is clearly explained to us. At Christmas the Service of 9 Lessons and Carols is inspiring, not just because of the music, but because all those readings are direct predictions of his coming. Hearing again how God has been in control all down the ages warms our hearts. Those disciples only had the Old Testament to refer to. How much more our hearts burn as we see him “in the flesh” in the New Testament.
So, back to Emmaus. It was late. But no thought of bed for the 2 of them. They must tell the others. It was dark now but they didn’t care. This was going to be no slow trek. The journey back was a 7 mile sprint!
And back they ran. They arrived. The other disciples told them, “The Lord has risen and has appeared to Simon” and they, panting, replied, “We’ve seen him too”. And they told them everything that had happened.  While they were intoxicated with excitement, Jesus himself stood among them.
 While Jesus was with them after the crucifixion, he constantly showed them how he’d fulfilled the Old Testament prophecies. The disciples lapped up his teaching. They learnt quickly. That’s how Peter and Stephen preached the great sermons we see in Acts of the Apostles.
From 2,000 years away it’s easy to see how naive the 2 on the road might appear. They seem to have got everything wrong. But there’s no doubt we’d have been exactly the same! However they did get one thing absolutely right. And what they did is a very real challenge to us today. When they got to Emmaus they wouldn’t let this stranger go on. They wanted to hear more.
I have a friend who is one of the most brilliant business men I’ve ever met. He’s an atheist. Two years ago he suffered a mental breakdown. Recently I asked him whether, in the last difficult months, there had been a time when he felt there was a God. He admitted there was one occasion. Will he want to know more?
Shandu Rey was a Hindu. One of his friends was a Christian. This young Christian was losing his sight. He couldn’t see out of one eye and he was about to go into hospital for an operation to save the other. The doctors held out little hope. On the evening before the operation nurses bandaged his eyes in preparation for the next day. Feeling very low, the Christian asked Shandu Rey to read to him from the Bible. He started reading from John 14, “I am the way, the truth and the life.” It occurred to him that if Jesus really was that important then he ought to answer prayer. Shandu asked the Christian if he could pray to Jesus for the healing of his eyesight. The Christian agreed. So Shandu Rey, the Hindu, prayed to Jesus. The next day the bandages were removed for the operation. No operation was necessary. Both eyes were perfect. Not surprisingly Shandu Rey became a Christian, and afterwards a bishop. “But,” he said later, “that day, in the hospital, was when I first realised Jesus was alive.”
Gordon lived in Stockport. He had a girlfriend who he wanted to marry. But one day she told him she wanted to break off the relationship. The reason – because his language was so bad she found it offensive. She was embarrassed to be with him in public.  Even though his father was a pastor, Gordon had never paid much attention to Jesus. 
But that night, after his girlfriend had deserted him, he found himself very upset and still awake at 3 in the morning. In desperation he cried out “Jesus, if you are there, stop me swearing”. He thought no more about it and fell into a deep sleep. Later, at 5.30 that afternoon, a colleague came up to him, “Is everything OK?”   “Yes”, replied Gordon.                                         “Only I thought you must be ill because you haven’t used one swear word all day!”  Gordon said later, “That’s when I first realised Jesus was alive.”
Shandu Rey and Gordon both asked for Jesus’ help out of desperation. From different reasons he was the last person they would have called upon. The 2 on the road didn’t know who the stranger was; but they were determined to know more about him. The end result for the 4 of them was the same: that’s when they first became aware that Jesus was alive.
Was this story evidence of Jesus’ sense of humour? It may be stretching it a bit to say that his behaviour on the Road to Emmaus is a practical joke. It may not have been a joke; but it was certainly very practical. Firstly, I’m sure that Jesus knew that if he’d suddenly appeared to all the disciples at once, without any warning, then he would have given them a terrible shock. So he appeared subtly to some of them to lessen the bolt from the blue. When he did appear to all of them, they were very frightened, but at least they had some sort of warning.
Secondly, it was very practical because it shows us a “Jesus principle”. If we don’t bother him, if we don’t want our lives changed, if we don’t want him to “eat with us” he will simply continue his journey. But he says to us, “If you do want to know my power in your lives, stop me and ask”. That’s the challenge of this story. That‘s the challenge for us today.  No matter whether we’ve been Christians for years; no matter if we are Hindus, non believers or agnostics – he says, “I can walk on; but don’t let me. Ask me to stay and you will soon realise that I am alive today”. 
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