
Breaking Bread

Acts 2:14a, 36-41; Psalm 116:1-4, 12-19; 1 Peter 1:17-23; Luke 24:13-35

She was one of the best church treasurers with whom I have ever worked. Efficient,

conscientious, punctual. I had inherited her as church treasurer when I moved to the little parish.

Only one thing bothered me: she never, ever attended worship. Her work as church treasurer in

keeping the books, writing checks, and attending finance committee meetings was exemplary.

But she never came to church on Sunday morning.

I finally got up the nerve to ask her directly, “How come you never come to church? You are a

great church treasurer, but I sure would like to see you there on Sunday morning.”

“I figured your predecessor had told you,” she said. “I’m glad to do this work for the church, but

I just don’t see the point of sitting through a Sunday service of worship. I’m an active person. I don’t

like to just be sitting there and doing nothing. I hear you are a good preacher, but I don’t like to sit

passively, listening to somebody else lecture me. I wouldn’t blame you if you would like to exchange

me for somebody who likes to attend church. But I just don’t see the point of  it.” (Will Willimon)

Sometimes we clergy are accused of “preaching to the choir,” preaching sermons to people

who are here that are really addressed to people who are not here.

So our question for today: What’s the point of Sunday worship? Why are we here? I think we

have an answer to those questions in this morning’s Gospel. On this third Sunday of Easter we read

one of Luke’s greatest stories: the account of the walk to Emmaus. This is not only a fascinating

story, but it is, I think, a parable about us and about worship.

Here’s the story: it’s Easter afternoon. A couple of dejected followers of Jesus are walking

from Jerusalem to the little village of Emmaus. Maybe they are attempting to escape the violence that

has been occurring in Jerusalem. Or perhaps they are just trying to get away from the turmoil and
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think through the tragic events that have occurred since the previous Thursday: Jesus, the one in

whom they had put their hopes, had been cruelly crucified and was now dead and buried, at least, as

far as they knew.

“We had hoped he was the one who would redeem Israel,” they sighed (v. 21). Hopes dashed,

they are walking away from the disillusioning disappointment.

Suddenly, they are joined by a stranger as they walk the road. The stranger asks them why

they look so depressed. They relate the tragic death of Jesus. Then the stranger conducts a Bible

study for them as they walk: “He interpret[s] for them the things written about himself in all the

scriptures, starting with Moses and going through all the Prophets” (v. 27).

Still, they do not understand. By the time they get to Emmaus, the shadows have lengthened,

and it is almost dark. “Stay with us. It’s nearly evening, and the day is almost over,” they say to the

stranger. The stranger joins them and sits with them at the table for the evening meal.

“After he took his seat at the table with them, he took the bread, blessed and broke it, and

gave it to them. Their eyes were opened, and they recognized him, but he disappeared from their

sight” (vv. 30-31).

Isn’t it curious that these followers of Jesus did not recognize Jesus when he walked with them

on the road? Perhaps they were blinded by their grief. Maybe it was inconceivable that they would

ever see Jesus again. Or perhaps Jesus’s risen body looked quite different from the way he looked in

his pre-resurrection body. For whatever reason, these two followers of Jesus failed to recognize

Jesus on the road. Even when the risen Christ opened up the scriptures to them, they fail to see him

for who he was.

It was only when he was at the table with them, engaged in conversation with them, sharing a

meal with them, breaking bread with them, giving them nourishment, that their eyes were opened and
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they saw that the stranger was Jesus.

“So, the women were right! You have been raised from the dead!” They must have exclaimed

to each other. “They got up right then and returned to Jerusalem…. They were saying to each other,

‘The Lord really has risen! He appeared to Simon!’ They testified to the disciples what had happened

along the road and how Jesus was made known to them as he broke the bread” (v. 33-35).

I believe that this is a parable about us on Sunday morning in worship. I believe that we are

supposed to read ourselves into this story. I doubt that anybody here has ever walked to Emmaus,

yet there is a deep sense in which all of us here journey to Emmaus every Sunday morning.

We come to this service from many different places, indeed under the present circumstances

from all over the world. You come here maybe having had a busy week or, under our current

restrictions, having experienced a lonely week. You come here from a quiet pleasant place, or you

arrive from a violent, confusing week in Jerusalem. You could try to be religious by yourself. You

could attempt solitary spirituality. But you’ve learned there’s something about getting together, even

virtually, and joining your voice with other voices in prayer, song and praise that’s different.

There’s something about Jesus Christ who, from the very first, gathered people, brought

people together, saving them, not as isolated individuals, but rather as a body, a group, a

congregation . . . Where two or three are gathered in my name . . .

Your journey brings you here bound together in this moment in time with your sisters and

brothers in Christ. The scriptures are read and preached. Sometimes your eyes are opened to the

meaning of the scripture, and sometimes you don’t get a thing out of it. Let’s be honest. Sometimes

the words of scripture as read and preached are immediately relevant to you. And at other times it’s

enough for the scriptures simply to be read, stored away in your brain for future reference, or

burrowed deep in your soul for a time when you more desperately need to hear what the scriptures
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say. Sometimes a scripture that is read is something that another person listening to this service

needs to hear more than you do. Nevertheless, a major point of Sunday morning is to submit

ourselves together to these ancient writings in the belief that the God of Israel and the church

uniquely reveals God’s self through these words.

But when we come to the table, bread is taken, blessed, broken, and g iven—the same fourfold

tabling that occurred at the inn at Emmaus on that Sunday evening. And something about that action

at the table—the gracious act of hospitality, the gathering of friends about the table, the signs that are

too deep for words, the connecting of the rituals of daily life with the ministries of the

sacrament—something in that opens our eyes so we see. Jesus is present with us uniquely and

undeniably in a way that is tangible and life-giving.

And then, just as those disciples at Emmaus, we rise, go forth, able to say to the world with

renewed conviction, “He is risen. He is risen indeed.”

How do we know that fact of Easter? How do we, in spite of any of our misgivings, know, that

this is true? Because, like the disciples experienced at Emmaus, our eyes have been opened by the

taste of bread and wine to the presence of Christ, our hearts have stirred within us, and we know.

So, back to our opening questions: What’s the point of Sunday worship? Why are we here?

Like those first disciples, as we walk along life’s way, the risen Christ has joined us. Some of

us were walking away from some bad things that happened to us. Others of us are walking toward

someplace, though we know not where. But in some way or another, the risen Christ showed up to us

and walked with us. And while something may have stirred within us, some unconscious and

indescribable feeling, some novice sense, something, someone moved our hearts. But we couldn’t

name it. We weren’t sure if this was God or something else. We had to have help to find the words.

We gather convened by some tug and pull that is more than our own selfish needs and
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desires. We submit ourselves to the reading of scripture. We dare to let the testimony of these

ancient Jews have its way with us. We listen, hoping to hear our name called, hoping that we may

find ourselves in the story. Sometimes we understand, and sometimes we don’t. But maybe

understanding, intellectual affirmation, is not the point.

Then we move to the table. The bread is broken, and the wine is poured in the name of Jesus,

and wonder of wonders, our eyes are opened. We experience community, union with one another in

a way that is too deep for mere words, communion. The risen Christ becomes present to us. We see.

What’s the point of Sunday morning? It’s the delightfully pointless, gratuitous act of

communing with a God who has so graciously elected to commune with us. It’s the joy of friends

being together, the friends who sit with us in their homes bound together in love even though

physically separated, and of the God who wants to be in his glorious resurrection with the very ones

who time and again have betrayed and crucified him. It’s the inexplicable mystery of the glorification

and enjoyment of a God who, for reasons known only to God, meets us here in the prayers, the

hymns, this gathering, the breaking of the spiritual bread, as nowhere else in our world.

One more thing: As good as Sunday worship here in our church can be, the risen Christ will

not let our friendship with God, and here gathered, end at the table with him. He gathers us in order

to send us. Just as the disciples who had their eyes opened at the table at Emmaus rushed back to

Jerusalem to witness, “He is risen!” so must we. Our faith strengthened and our eyes opened through

our participation in this time of worship, we go forth to testify and witness to what we have seen and

heard and then to invite others to come and see, even in the midst of a pandemic.

As it was for the disciples at Emmaus, may it also be our experience today. Thanks be to God.

Amen.
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