Homily for People and Parishes

Readings: Acts 2:14a, 36-41 Psalm 116:1-4, 11-18
1Peter 1:13-25 Luke 24:13-35

Inevitably, in my role as a regional bishop, | do a lot of driving and | find the journey is made
easier by talking to people on the phone, and by listening to audio books. My brother
assures me that if | have listened to a book, | have not read it, and ‘though he is technically
correct | learn a lot from listening!

One of the many books I've listened to is a book is called ‘One Summer’ by Bill Bryson which
focusses on significant people and events in the United States of America in the year 1927.
Bryson’s thesis is that in this year, for a variety of reasons, America came of age.

Within the book there are specifically American things like Babe Ruth and baseball;
prohibition and Al Capone; Mt Rushmore and a devastating Mississippi flood. However,
there are also things that happened which have had ongoing global implications. These
include the success of Charles Lindbergh in promoting aviation as a safe way to travel, and
the technology that enabled talking pictures.

It was this development of the talking picture technology that particularly struck me
because it made possible for film goers around the world to hear American accents
speaking and singing, and see fine looking American actors doing great things. All this
promoted an aspect of American culture so successfully that the rest of the world sought to
emulate what was seen and heard.

This impact of American culture on global culture is a reality we have lived with for almost
one hundred years and Bryson suggests that it began with the technology developed in
1927. That insight has caused me to wonder about the impact of social media and the
internet on the global culture of our time.

In today’s Gospel we hear about two friends who quite literally had their eyes opened to a
new perspective while walking on a road to a place called Emmaus. It seems they were part
of the group close to Jesus and had seen him executed a few days earlier. On the morning
of the day the tomb where Jesus had been buried had been found empty, and some of the
disciples were saying that that they’d seen him restored to life! | imagine those two
walking friends were grieving, confused, and little bit afraid.
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Without warning Jesus met them on the road, but somehow his physical appearance was so
different that they failed to recognise him. He asked how they were going, and they shared
with him what had happened. Then, Jesus walked with them for a time, teaching and
encouraging them by highlighting and interpreting different parts of the Hebrew Scriptures.
He did this so well that when they reflected on it later one asked the other, ‘Weren’t our
hearts burning within us while he was talking to us on the road..?’ (Luke 24:32).

There are some important elements for us to consider from this encounter. Those two
friends did not recognise Jesus — because his appearance was so different and his voice so
changed — but it was him! So too, in the midst of our own journey we can similarly fail to
recognise the activity of God’s Spirit, and the presence of Jesus with us. Perhaps we have
some preconceived ideas about where and when we will encounter Christ, and be less open
to recognise him in other places? We might expect an encounter during worship at church,
or in a time of prayer at home — but, Jesus met those two disciples on a road while they
were walking. He did not meet them in a synagogue gathering, or while praying on a
mountain, he met them in the ordinary activity of travelling from one place to another.

What physical journeys will we make this week, and how will we make them? When we
travel to work, or school; when we go shopping, or go to church; when we walk, or run;
when we drive, or cycle; how can we better recognise God with us on the journey?

| have a few suggestions that | hope will be helpful: the first is that we intentionally switch
off some of the background noise that may prevent us from being present and attentive to
both people and place. Literally switch off the news, the music, and the audio book for a
period — maybe twenty minutes to begin with — and be attentive, reflective, even prayerful!

A good starting point would be to pray for God’s blessing on people and place, and be
thankful for the things we often take for granted. For, being thankful was a key piece in
the encounter between Jesus and the two travellers on the road to Emmaus.

They enjoyed his company so much that they asked him to stay with them. Later, as they
were sharing a meal Jesus took bread, blessed, and broke it... and, when he did this, they
recognised him for who he was. Clearly there is an echo to the words of Jesus at the Last
Supper when he took bread, blessed, and broke it while saying, ‘whenever you do this, do it
in memory of me...” (Luke 22:19). Those words are also echoed in our time when a priest or
minister offers the Thanksgiving Prayer at communion, affirming that that we do this in
memory of Christ.
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However, | think the implication of the encounter is more than the presence of Christ in the
bread and wine of communion. The risen Jesus met those two travellers on the road and
made himself known to them in the ordinary things of a meal... which in those days
included bread and wine.

What ordinary meals will we eat this week, and how might we recognise Christ with us
before we eat? At the main meal our family used to holds hands around the table, give
thanks for the food and for each other, and asks God’s blessing on those who grew,
transported, sold, and prepared what we were about to eat.

But, that is only a prayer of thanks before one meal! Perhaps a challenge for us each to
consider this week would be to pray before each meal: breakfast, lunch, and dinner. 1 am
not suggesting that we do this forever, but in response to the Gospel encounter between
Jesus and those two travellers to Emmaus it may be helpful for to pray with thanks before
each meal this week and | invite you to join me in this.

For now, would you please join me as we close in prayer:

Loving God, we give thanks for the gift of our lives, for the risen Christ, and for the work of
your Spirit. In your grace help us to recognise you on the roads we travel this week, and be
conscious of your presence at each meal. Like those travellers of long ago, please renew
our faith and hope in such ways that we want to tell others about you. We pray in the
name of the one who said, ‘do this in memory of me’, Jesus Christ our Lord. Amen.
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