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Sometimes when I sit down to do advance planning for our worship services or when I’m 

actually engaged in fleshing out those sketchy plans by putting together the Order of Worship 

with hymns or songs that match the Psalm and other scriptures for the day, I wonder what on 

earth was in the minds of those who arranged the Revised Common Lectionary used by many 

Christians around the world.  Sometimes, their choices seem arbitrary and unconnected.  But at 

other times, when I see the careful thematic links between passages, my heart soars and I am 

thankful to God for those hard-working and inspired men and women, whoever they are.  This is 

certainly one of those weeks.  In our service this week, we have journeyed from songs and a 

Psalm that radiate gratitude for the good gifts of God to one of the stories from the Gospels that 

highlights God’s most amazing gift to us: the Resurrected Christ, Jesus. 

 

One of the delights of this story is to realize just how unexpected was the blessing received by 

Cleopas and his companion.  That’s easy for us to miss.  After all, we’ve already had two 

Sundays in this Eastertide, not to mention, for most of us, a lifetime of hearing that God raised 

Jesus from the dead.  But if we make a conscious effort to put aside what we know already about 

the end of the Jesus story and focus just on what Luke records in the 24
th

 chapter of his Gospel, 

the surprise and joy felt by the couple from Emmaus can sweep us up into our own rejoicing. 

 

Unexpected blessings like that can come into our lives in small, simple ways, if we are open to 

them.  It may be a kind word or generous gesture from a friend.  It might be, as my friend Lydia 

Barlow remarked on Facebook this week, rediscovering an old picture of a loved one who is no 

longer present to us in the flesh.  Or it might be, as I posted on Facebook, the unexpected playing 

of a beloved piece of music on the radio.  Friday, as I was juggling meetings and phone calls and 

contracts and study time, I heard the opening bars of Handel’s beautiful Accompagnato for tenor 

from “Messiah,” “Comfort Ye My People,” coming from my computer’s speakers.  I stopped 

everything I was doing, turned up the volume, and just listened.  The prosaic explanation was 

that was a randomly selected piece on my Pandora internet radio station programmed to play 

selections recorded by the Academy of Ancient Music.  But I took it as a gift from God – nothing 

as dramatic as this appearance of Jesus to two grieving disciples, just a reminder of God’s love 

for us all in the midst of a hectic day. 

 

But let’s get back to Luke’s story.  It’s important to remember as we join the couple on the road 

to Emmaus that as far as Luke tells us, no one had yet encountered the Risen One.  The women, 

drawn to the tomb that morning to anoint his body, have seen and heard “two men in dazzling 

clothes” who tell them that Jesus is risen.  They, in turn, pass this news to the disciples, who 

mostly discount the tale – it’s just the women after all.  You wouldn’t think that good Jews, 

disciples of Jesus at that, would be male chauvinist pigs, but that’s the way it went.  Then Peter, 

bless him, ran off to see for himself, only to find the empty grave and empty grave clothes.  But 

he didn’t see Jesus either, at least, not yet. 

 

And that’s the part of the story that we, the readers of Luke, know and the part of the story that 

the two on the way to Emmaus knew.  Luke tells us they were “talking with each other about all 

these things that had happened… talking and discussing…”  Sounds like a pretty intense walk.  

If, as many traditions tell us and scholars speculate, Cleopas and his unnamed companion were 

husband and wife, the conversation might have included some argument about the 

trustworthiness of the witness of women and the pig-headedness of men who didn’t believe them 



Unexpected Blessings 
 

M. Christopher Boyer 4/30/2017 2 

 

but that’s just speculation on my part.  What’s not speculation is that they were suddenly joined 

on their walk by someone they didn’t recognize, a stranger.  It is, Luke tells us, Jesus, “but their 

eyes were kept from recognizing him,” just as Mary Magdalene fails to recognize him in the 

account of John.  The stranger innocently asks what they’re talking about and, like any interloper 

butting into a husband-wife argument, gets an earful. 

 

“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?’”  I don’t 

know about the rest of you, but I hear this verse a little differently these days.  It reminds me of 

less tense and protective times when it was considered perfectly normal to strike up a 

conversation with a stranger one might meet in the course of daily public life.  The guy next to 

you on the bus, the lady in the elevator, the kid in the grocery store…  It makes me think of how 

you can’t drive through some small towns to this day without getting at least a steering wheel 

wave from folks you’ve never seen before.  Sadly, it also makes me think now of the Bible’s 

repeated admonishments on how we are to treat strangers, the English word used most often to 

translate both Greek and Hebrew words which also meant immigrants.  Exodus 22:21 – “You 

shall not wrong or oppress a stranger, for you were strangers in the land of Egypt.”  Leviticus 

19:33 – “'When a stranger resides with you in your land, you shall not do him wrong. The 

stranger who resides with you shall be to you as the native among you, and you shall love him as 

yourself, for you were aliens in the land of Egypt…”  Leviticus 23:22 – “When you reap the 

harvest of your land, moreover, you shall not reap to the very corners of your field nor gather the 

gleaning of your harvest; you are to leave them for the needy and the stranger.”  The words of 

Jesus himself: “I was a stranger and you invited me in.”  Tomorrow, I’m going into Seattle for 

the morning to attend a seminar on the renewal of the Sanctuary Movement held by the Church 

Council of Greater Seattle.  It will be a gathering of folks who still take seriously God’s 

instructions on how to care for immigrants, even if our Federal administration does not.  But 

perhaps I digress… 

 

But if my thoughts on the state of newcomers to our country, documented or not, are a 

digression, the tone of those thoughts are certainly in tune with the thoughts of Cleopas, thoughts 

of loss and disappointment and shattered dreams.  Roused by this stranger to speak of Jesus, he 

says, “We had hoped that he was the one to redeem Israel.”  This week, I read a lovely 

meditation on this verse by Richard Swanson, Professor of Religion, Philosophy, and Classics at 

Augustana College in Sioux Falls, South Dakota.  Baseball fans like me may think that the 

“saddest possible words” are “Tinker to Evers to Chance,” but Swanson would hold out for “we 

had hoped.”  In that one short phrase is contained the journey from positive expectations for the 

future to the death of dreams.  “We had hoped that our loved one could rally from this illness but 

now he is dead.”  “We had hoped that this time she was really serious about recovery from her 

addiction but now…”  “We had hoped that this time would be different…”  “We had hoped that 

this would be the answer to our prayers…”  “We had hoped that he was the one to redeem 

Israel…”  All of us who have ever experienced that sense of loss and defeat (and I think that 

must truly be all of us) find our soulmate in Cleopas.  And all of us, like Cleopas, find our hope 

risen to new life along with Jesus. 

 

So convincing was this stranger in rekindling their hopes that they do not want him to leave them 

at the end of their journey.  Instead, they insist that he come to dinner and pass the night in their 
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home.  Perhaps they’ve remembered what Jesus taught about strangers.  Perhaps the Holy Spirit 

guides their hearts.  At any rate, the invitation is given, repeated, and ultimately accepted.  But 

once again this compelling stranger acts in a way they do not expect.  When they settle down to 

their meal, he disregards the normal division of duties between guest and host and takes it upon 

himself to act as their host in their own home.  It is he, not Cleopas, who picks up the bread to 

pronounce the blessing before the meal.  It is not recorded here but some of us have heard it 

recently: “Blessed art Thou, LORD our God, King of the Universe, who brings forth bread from 

the earth.”  And we know these words, which Luke repeats almost verbatim from chapter 22: “he 

took bread, blessed and broke it, and gave it to them.”  Which, I wonder, did the trick?  Was it 

when he, who had called himself the Bread of the World, gave thanks to God for bringing him 

out of the tomb in the earth, just as the green blade rises to provide the grain for bread?  Had they 

been present at the Passover meal with him just days before to recognize the actions of blessing, 

breaking, and giving?  We know only that “Then their eyes were opened, and they recognized 

him; and he vanished from their sight.” 

 

Six years ago, during my first Sabbatical, I was in Paris where I spent most of two days 

exploring that great museum of fine art, the Louvre.  That in and of itself was a wonderful time 

of spiritual renewal for me but I was particularly blessed in that my visit coincided with a special 

exhibition: “Rembrandt and the Face of Jesus.”  The great Dutch painter was known for saying 

that he painted portraits of Jesus “from life,” which is to say he got as close as he could to the 

real thing.  For his pictures which portrayed the Nazarene carpenter, he would go into 

Amsterdam’s then-bustling Jewish ghetto and recruit Jewish men in their early 30s as his models 

for Jesus.  The results are some of the most striking and moving portrayals of Jesus known to me.  

On our screen is a representation of just one of the remarkable paintings I saw in 2011: one of 

many works Rembrandt painted or drew based on our Scripture passage this morning.  In it, we 

see Jesus sitting at table with two men while a woman and another man are in the act of serving 

wine and more food.  In Jesus’ hands is the loaf.  I think Rembrandt means us to identify the man 

in the right foreground as Cleopas.  There is implied action in his pose.  One hand is braced on 

the arm of the chair, one on the table.  The artist has captured the moment of recognition, at least 

from one of the participants.  Cleopas is rising to his feet.  Perhaps on his lips are the same words 

we know from the story of Thomas, “My Lord and my God!” 

 

But what truly captured my attention and imagination in this painting six years ago and continues 

to fascinate me is the quality of the light in the painting.  There is no window in the room, 

besides it is time for the evening meal so no sunshine would be coming in.  Lamps would be lit 

but there is none evident.  Instead, based on who is lit and how, the light seems to be coming, not 

from Jesus, who is half in shadow, but from the bread in his hands.  “Look,” the painter seems to 

be saying, “Jesus, no matter how accurately I portray him, is no longer with us in the flesh.  Even 

the Risen Lord is half-beyond his disciples’ vision at this moment.  But he has left us, in one of 

our world’s most humble and common items, with a potent symbol, one that can light up our 

lives.  If we can find the unexpected blessing of Jesus’ presence in a simple loaf of bread, where 

can we not find the unexpected blessing of the presence of the Living God?”  It is a good 

reminder that our faith is kindled and nurtured not only by the words in our Bible and how they 

are interpreted by me, by other preachers, and by all who read them, but also by the simple 

things all around us: by the bread we share in communion or in any friendly meal, by the smile 

and embrace of our friends here or of anyone dear to us, by the warmth of the sunshine and the 
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color and aroma of flowers and the songs of the birds.  God’s great love to us can be manifest for 

us in the most unexpected and most ordinary blessings. 

 

The question, of course, is what do we do with those unexpected blessings?  How do they impact 

our behavior, alter the course of our lives?  Sarah Henrich, Professor Emeritus of New Testament 

at Luther Seminary in St. Paul, Minnesota, points out another little clue, an “Easter Egg,” if you 

will that Luke has left for his fellow speakers of Greek.  You can spot it in English, too, in some 

translations.  Listen to the old King James Version in verses 33-34: “And they rose up the same 

hour, and returned to Jerusalem, and found the eleven gathered together, and them that were with 

them, Saying, The Lord is risen indeed, and hath appeared to Simon.”  They rose; the Lord is 

risen.  In the resurrection of Jesus is the resurrection of us all.  In His power, we go from “We 

had hoped…” to “they rose up.”  This is perhaps the greatest and most unexpected blessing of 

Easter, that in the new life of Jesus, we, too, are given new life – new life to enjoy and to love 

others and to serve them and our God. 

 

“The story for today,” writes Arland Hultgren, “is one of movement.”  It is a story of walking 

alongside, of breaking bread, of leaping up to share good news.  “But it is not,” says Hultgren, 

“movement for its own sake. The moves being made have a purpose, and that is to tell the story 

of Jesus, to interpret it, to have fellowship (communion) with Jesus and others, and to share it all 

with others. That is what it means to be the church.”  It is not enough, my sisters and my brothers 

that we should find joy and comfort in our unexpected blessing of the One whom God raised up.  

It is not enough that we should share the bread with each other next Sunday in symbol of the 

love that binds us together and binds us to God.  We must be on the move!  We must take our joy 

and our comfort and offer them to those who have none.  We must welcome the stranger and 

feed the hungry and visit the prisoner.  We, who are now the Body of Christ on earth, must, like 

him, become unexpected blessings to those whom God has left in our care.  For the loving 

challenge from God, for the saving grace of our Lord Jesus Christ, and for the sustaining 

fellowship of the Holy Spirit, thanks be to God. 


