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Commissioned by an Easter angel and appointed by Jesus, Magdalene, Mary the mother of James, Joanna, and the other Mary ran to the upper room to preach to Peter, James, John and the others that “Christ is risen! Christ is risen indeed!” This first Easter sermon “struck the Apostles as nonsense” according to Luke. Did Jesus shake his head or roll his heavenly eyes?  Did the heavenly choir that sang Jesus’ birth let out deep weary sigh?   
Only two of the eleven disciples, even went to the tomb to investigate the claim “Christ is risen.” Jesus will need to chase down the rest. Our two unnamed disciples leave town. Maybe they needed to get back to work. With Passover over, other pilgrims headed home. 
It is a 7 mile walk from the Temple to Emmaus. The two unnamed disciples talked about “everything that had happened”, from Palm Sunday to No-Good Friday. Judas betraying, cocks crowing, soldiers mocking, thorns crowning, sky blackening, earth quaking, and love dying.      
Somewhere during the journey, Jesus joins them. Why did Luke not offer a description of the Risen Lord, why not a phrase or a line? Jesus does not overwhelm the travelers with brillant glowing heaven’s glory like an angel. Were Jesus’ wounds gone? Did hair or hat conceal the thorny crown marks along his forehead? It is a minor miracle, using the divine passive, that our travelers “were prevented from recognizing” Jesus but perfectly understandable.  
Jesus, who comes as a stranger, butts into the conversation asking, “What are you talking about?” His question pokes the raw emotional embers of unholy Thursday and No-good Friday. The two blurt out, “Are you the only one in town who has not heard?” and then begin to speak their grief. They share their feelings of betrayal, despair and injustice. If we love our neighbors as ourselves, we hear their stories. Christ-like listening heals. Jesus hears how “our leaders handed him over…” dashing our hopes.   Jesus listens. I often picture Jesus telling a story or reciting the Sermon on the Mount, but Jesus listens to the woman at the well, Peter’s boasting, and even teaches by asking questions. 
The grieving disciples share their deep love for Jesus. They speak of Jesus’ “powerful deeds and words. Everyone could see that Jesus was a prophet.” What stories would you share? How about when Jesus looks at a hungry crowd of 5,000 and says, “you give them something to eat?” Or that time people lined up outside the house for healthcare, and four friends cut a hole in the roof? Or when Jesus healed on the sabbath? Or when Jesus defied the self-righteous ruler makers saying to all kinds of people, “your sins are forgiven?” He makes the sanctimonious squirm! “You without sin cast that first stone.” “Daughter your faith has made you well.” “It is not what goes into the mouth that makes you unclean.” “Father, forgive them, they do not know what they are doing!”   Remember, how Jesus picked up a toddler and placed her in the middle of our argument saying, “Unless you change and become like children, you will not enter the kingdom of God?” Remember, how he flipped over the table in the temple? Remember, how his prayers made us feel like we could change the world? 
Seven miles together they lifted up a liturgy of Jesus’ life. But then in the pleasantness of memory crashed back to earth, with the cruel present reality: Christ was crucified, dead and buried. “And we had hoped that Jesus was the one who would fix our people.”
After hearing their story, Jesus-come-as-a-stranger speaks… “You foolish people. Your dull minds keeps you from believing all the prophets talked about.” Does Jesus need an additional unit of clinical pastoral education? Maybe Jesus is ticked off that they dismissed Mary, Magdalene, James mother, Joanna and the other Mary’s sermon as “nonsense”? More likely, Jesus’ rebuke cuts past all the surface clutter down into the soul’s hidden chambers.   
Jesus’ sharp rebuke stings us. Luke tells us the yet-unrevealed-Jesus “interpreted the things written about him from the scriptures.” Why did Luke not include this Biblical evidence? Is it not important? Luke simply gives the title of Jesus Easter thesis: “Suffering Is Part of The Redemptive Story”. I would love to know what Jesus said!  Surely, Jesus’ thesis on “How Christ fits within the Old Covenant Scripture” is worth a few sentences! But perhaps, Easter is not an argument to be won through an Easter powerpoint? 
The NRSV tells us Jesus said, “oh, how foolish you are, and slow of heart to believe.” Slow of heart seems a better metaphor than “dull of mind”. We westerners think the seat of the soul is the mind, but Jesus more often spoke the hearts- a place a little deeper and beyond our neo-cortex. Maybe, Easter is not best understood through reason alone? Perhaps, it is foolish to think so? 
When the two unnamed disciples arrive at their destination, Jesus-who-comes-as-a-stranger pretends to needs to travel a bit further, up to Gallatin maybe.  After 7 miles together, our unnamed disciples will not hear of it.   
Barbara Brown Taylor shared that according to Jonathan Saks, the Chief Rabbi of Great  Britain, the Hebrew Scriptures in one verse commands “love your neighbor as yourself” but in no fewer than 36 places the Bible commands us to “love the stranger.” We disciples have heard Jesus predict “I was a stranger and you welcomed me in,” but we rarely understand when we are sharing a meal with the holy, until long after we bid our new friends adeu and clear the dishes. We may not know we have dined with Jesus until the life to come.  
Is it at least possible that we must welcome the stranger if we hope to ever see God?   
Oh, and they want to welcome this stanger who had heard their story and challenged their beliefs to dinner. They pleaded with Jesus to share the meal. They invite the unseen-Jesus to bless the meal. As Jesus takes the bread, breaks it, gives thanks to the loving Creator, and gave it to them, “their eyes were opened!”  Suddenly they understand who Jesus is! In a sacramental flash, they see that Jesus has accompanied them through 7 miles of prayer-like conversation. They see Jesus as they feed the hungry and offer hospitality to a stranger.   
Did they raise their hands and heads to heaven in praise and adoration? Did they look away, look back, and look at each other in order to confirm their sight? We do not know, but when they looked back at Jesus, Jesus disappeared! 
As they ran back 7 miles to tell the others, did they recount Jesus’ sermon “Come, you that are blessed by the Creator God, inherit the kingdom prepared for you from the foundation of the world; for I was hungry and you gave me food, I was thirsty and you gave me something to drink, I was a stranger and you welcomed me, I was naked and you gave me clothing, I was sick and you took care of me, I was in prison and you visited me…. When you do  for the least of these, you do it for me”?    
Strangely, the two unnamed disciples seem unfazed by Jesus disappearance. They do not dwell in this second loss of Jesus- or the briefness of their epiphany. It does not matter that the Risen Lord vanishes, unbound by the laws of physics.   
Listen as they process this holy encounter, “were not our hearts on fire when he spoke to us?”  
I was fishing in a rowboat in Minnesota, when I heard the wind rushing off an eagle’s wing over my shoulder. She accelerated down towards the water, closer to me than the minnow on my fishing line. Her great white head aimed like a fighter jet at something below the surface, then milliseconds from impact, she shifted and arched up towards the heavens, with a 10 inch pike dangling from her talons. She pumped her wings, making the sound of the wind dance over our small boat, as she strained to regain full lift. It was over in a flash, as she flew to the tree line to feed unseen children, but the moment was enough. I whispered with Isaiah, “woe is me, I am undone, for I have seen the Lord”.  
As I think about how it seems the disciples, having seen the Risen Lord, do not need to cling to him- they will run towards the Jesus community, despite how quickly Jesus disappeared. The moment was enough; they can now live saying, “Were not our hearts on fire?”  
Barbara Brown Taylor said, “Awareness blooms as the individual self escapes its confines to become part of something much bigger than the self. In Christian mystical traditions, this is sometimes called “divine union”. It can happen all alone with God, but it can also happen with other people, and sometimes even with trees. It is not achieved, as much as it is given. The often fleeting but completely memorable gift of escaping the prison of the small self, long enough to glimpse a wholeness more real than the most real brokenness. In the light of this wholeness, it can become impossible to make meaningful distinctions between God and other people, between the self and other people, between trees or anything else in all creation. Everything that exists, even if for only for a flash, exists in this wholeness, everything that lives, lives in this light, this is the one community that matters, the one web, the one towards which all the others reach.” 
These two have moved past “we had hoped” to “were not our hearts on fire.”  
On May 24, 1738 at 8:45pm, John Wesley time-stamped his moment of holy union, “In the evening I went very unwillingly to a society in Aldersgate Street, where one was reading Luther’s preface to the Epistle to the Romans. About a quarter before nine, while he was describing the change which God works in the heart through faith in Christ, I felt my heart strangely warmed. I felt I did trust in Christ, Christ alone, for salvation; and an assurance was given me that Christ had taken away my sins, even mine, and saved me from the law of sin and death.” A powerpoint presentation on Luther’s Preface to the Romans is unlikely to change your life. Let us not be so dull- so slow of heart, that we believe that the Risen Lord appeared like an irrefutable powerpoint presentation.  Indeed, the text indicates that no sooner had these disciples seen Jesus than Jesus disappeared.  
Easter is not an argument, it is more like a vision that dances on the flickering beauty of a sunset  and then slides off the horizon for another day. You might join Nancy over at Brighter Days, and one day you feel this huge upsurge of hope as you see Jesus in the smile of a child you are tutoring and the next day, she may not show up or you may not.   
Luke does not offer a series of proof. Jesus does appear to Thomas, who needed a little more more evidence, and to the 11 gathered together. There Jesus eats some fish, so they know he is not a ghost! We can dwell on the fish sandwich or we  can hear how Jesus sums up the Gospel. His powerpoint goes like this: Christ suffered and rose from the dead, now go preach about “a change of heart and life” and “the forgiveness of sins.”  Five Easter slides: Christ suffered, Christ is risen, change you heart, change your life, and offer forgiveness.” Jesus then disappears again. You can’t nail the Risen Lord down. Let us not be so dull to think we can! Jesus will simply disappear only to come again.  
    Two weeks ago on Easter Sunday, I awoke at 4:45am. We needed to be at Tullahoma First by 6am. I had prepped the night before; the coffee maker was ready, clothes pressed, sermon laid the front seat of my car, i-phone recording of me reading my Easter sermon queued up like a podcast to listen as I drove. My son Caleb Thomas was preaching at Tullahoma’s Youth Led Sunrise service. I stood in the wet grass weeping- sacred ground. At 6:22am, I hugged Caleb and headed northwest weeping a bit more. As I drove in silence watching the sun rise over rural Tennessee, I had to strain to remember Caleb’s words. Perhaps it was divine union. Were not our hearts burning as he shared Easter’s hope? Christ is risen, Christ is risen indeed. 
Easter appeared again as the Hallelujah Chorus resounded in our sanctuary at 8:15 and 10:30am. Christ appeared again, as 4 year-old Emma Furtado, spun in joyous circles, her braids arching up in praise, as the trumpet, timpani and organ blasted “Christ the Lord is risen today.”  Easter even came as a young adult pulled out her phone to record a holy moment as Emma skipped and danced like King David. Let’s keep moving from “we had hoped” into “were not our hearts burning”... for Christ is risen, christ is risen indeed! Amen.     
