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I N T RO D U C T I O N

A PILGRIMAGE OF THE HEART

When pilgrims walk the Camino de Santiago, they deliberately 
head for a religious destination, whatever personal reason 
they might have for making the journey. It is an official road 
of pilgrimage, no matter what motivates the travellers. Most 
roads we take in ordinary time, however, are functional: to 
get us to where we need to be or to head back home. Other 
roads are taken, with family or friends, to head for a pleasant 
destination or a longed-for holiday. There is another road we 
might take in life, to escape the sorrow and disappointment 
we want to leave behind us: we take that road in the fond hope 
that we can leave both the place and the sadness securely over 
our shoulder. We soon learn that however easy it is to leave a 
place behind us, it is more difficult to leave the hurt. 

Hurt, it has to be said, travels easily.

You see this writ large in the journey to Emmaus. Luke is 
the only evangelist to tell this story: how two disciples leave 
Jerusalem, the great place of pilgrimage, to get away from 
this sacred place; how a stranger joins them on their escape 
route; how he listens to them tell of the death of Jesus of 
Nazareth as the death of their own hopes; how he responds 
to their story by opening the scriptures; how he accepts their 
offer of hospitality to stay with them; how he reveals himself 
as the risen Lord in the breaking of the bread. The story of 
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the mysterious wayfarer, whose revealing word and presence 
give hope to his disappointed followers, has appealed to 
many Christians as a moving summary of the Gospel. It takes 
account of how Jesus finds people and how he leaves them, 
how he addresses their pain and confusion with his own 
story of God’s purpose in life. 

As the geographical journey moves from Jerusalem back to 
Jerusalem, there is an inward journey, an actual pilgrimage, 
which moves from desolation to hope, from bewilderment to 
understanding, from the real absence of Jesus to the presence 
of the risen Lord. In the Emmaus account the real destination 
of the disciples is meeting the Lord in the breaking of the 
bread. Unknown to them, they are on a pilgrimage to a 
person, not a place: their flight from Jerusalem turns out to be 
a pilgrimage of the heart to meet the Lord.

ON THE ROAD

We meet two disciples heading away from Jerusalem, the 
place that is identified as the graveyard of their hopes. 
Although we cannot identify the village of Emmaus, it is the 
road that is important, one of the famous lost roads of history. 
The narrative focuses on the condition of two disciples who 
are overcome by their own loss, frankly bewildered by the 
violent turn of events that have recently happened. We listen 
to Cleopas as he puts together both the disciples’ experience 
of Jesus and their expectation of him. 

Cleopas shares the sad news that he and his companion’s 
expectations about Jesus have been brutally ended: “But we 
had hoped that he was the one to redeem Israel” (Luke 24:21). 
Their hopes are in the past perfect tense: it is not only the 
body of Jesus that has been buried, but their hope in Jesus has 
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been entombed as well. Who they were was tied to who they 
believed he was; they were disciples because he was their 
master and teacher. Their governing self-identity as disciples 
of Jesus has been shattered; they are identified by what they 
used to be. Their situation is reflected in the middle stanza of 
Lord Byron’s poem They Say that Hope is Happiness: 

And all that Memory loves the most
Was once our only Hope to be,
And all that Hope adored and lost
Hath melted into Memory. 

Everything they cherished is now memory. The disciples look 
on the death of Jesus, as many probably did, as the end of a 
promising calling, not the fulfilment of a promised one. Their 
hope that Jesus would prove to be the awaited messiah is 
now cancelled by their experience of what has happened to 
him. Their hope has been reluctantly laid down in the tomb, 
beside the dead body of Jesus. 

They speak out of their experience of Jesus: that he proved 
himself a prophet mighty in deed and word, in the sight of  
God and the people. They go on to speak of their expectation of  
Jesus: they had hopes that he would be the one to set Israel free.

Their situation parallels that of a growing number of people 
in the Church today and many who have left the Church over 
their shoulders, as the disciples did Jerusalem. A considerable 
number of people leave the Church, not because of an 
argument with a priest or as a protest against official Church 
teaching, but because what was once alive now seems dead, 
what was once appealing is now relegated to a past life. For 
many, the sacramental life of the Church has ceased to matter 
in a world of competing interests. 
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Those who remain in the Church in Western Europe look around 
and see that in the majority of parishes white hair dominates 
the assembly. While there are groups of young parents with 
children, there is a noticeable absence of youth and young 
people. That is why confirmation has been referred to as the last 
sacrament: for many young people, it is their last connection 
with the official Church. Amidst the growing awareness of a 
wounded Church and falling vocations, decreasing attendance 
and the growth of alternative spiritualities, a diminishing 
respect for authority and an increasing appreciation of the 
individual’s own experience and judgement, some people 
who remain in the Church feel bewildered and hurt. In this 
new climate the Church they knew and loved seems to have 
been rudely taken away from them and they are left feeling 
abandoned and betrayed. Some wonder if there will be a future 
for the Christian community in Western Europe, one that is in 
concert with its historic past, or whether it will gradually but 
surely diminish to the level of an eccentric sect. People look 
around them and hunt the horizon for signs of new hope.

There is a sense in which we can see the two disciples on the 
road to Emmaus as our contemporaries, fellow travellers 
journeying through a grey landscape of ambiguity and 
disappointment, where, in the uncertain light of what is seen 
and sensed, so many cherished hopes, now withered, have 
been relegated to lost causes. Yet the story of their loss is 
what we call Gospel, what we name as scripture. When their 
story is proclaimed in the assembly, the priest/deacon adds 
the words, “The Gospel of the Lord”. What the disciples saw 
as hopeless we interpret as good news, not least because we 
interpret their story in the larger frame of scripture. And that is 
what the risen Jesus does in his response to his two disciples.
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The risen Jesus confronts his two disciples’ loss: still a stranger, 
he re-interprets his disciples’ experience of recent events in 
the light of the past story contained in scripture. He offers 
a different interpretation of the same events the disciples 
have described, one that tries to make sense of pain and 
rejection and brokenness. The dynamic, used in therapeutic 
counselling, is to stop staring at the present moment, the 
place of pain, and travel backwards into the old story in the 
hope that, seeing the new event in this larger context, one 
can understand not only what has happened but also what 
is going on now. In using the scriptures to reinterpret recent 
events, Jesus is illuminating the disciples’ recent experience.

The risen Jesus’ reinterpretation leads to burning hearts and 
an invitation to the stranger to stay with the two disciples: 
“But they urged him strongly, saying, ‘Stay with us, because 
it is almost evening and the day is now nearly over.’ So he 
went in to stay with them.” (Luke 24:29) 

THE BREAKING OF THE BREAD

The drama now moves from the road to the table: the house-
guest now takes bread, blesses it, breaks it and hands it to the 
two disciples. In that action the disciples’ eyes are opened to 
the revelation that their guest is the risen Lord. The stranger 
gives himself away by giving himself away in the breaking 
of the bread, something that continues to happen today in 
the Eucharist. This meal stands at the point where the whole 
movement of Jesus’ life, death and resurrection is first revealed 
in its full significance, and as a pointer to how the Christian 
community will meet the risen Lord in the christological 
interpretation of scripture and in the breaking of the bread.
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Thus a journey that began in confusion ends with revelation; 
it moves from hiddenness to openness. The scriptures were 
opened because of what Jesus said; the disciples’ eyes are 
opened because of what Jesus shares with them. In the light 
of their new experience, the disciples are enabled to see 
their past experience as a source of significance rather than 
a memory of disappointment, as a word of life rather than a 
word about death. The word that Jesus spoke registered in 
hearts burning with joy.

In the light of their new experience, their recognition of the 
risen Jesus, the disciples again reassess their past: a recent past 
of injured hope is now healed in this fresh revelation. They are 
now able to understand why their hearts were burning within 
them. Their new experience enables them to make sense not 
only of the last few days but also why they felt the way they 
did on the road when the stranger was unfolding scripture to 
them. New insight can change our reading of the past. The 
recent and the immediate past are reappraised in the light of 
the new awareness and insight; they are liberated from their 
own tragic interpretation of the last days of Jesus and their 
own self-image as leftover disciples of a dead prophet. 

EXPERIENCE AND MISSION

In the light of their new experience that they are disciples of 
the risen Lord, the disciples look again at their past: a recent 
past of injured hope is now healed in this fresh revelation. 
They are now able to understand why their hearts were 
burning within them. Their new experience enables them to 
make sense not only of the last few days but also why they 
felt the way they did on the road when the stranger was 
unfolding scripture to them.  
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Their new experience gives them a new sense of purpose 
and a new authority, so they go back to the place they longed 
to leave over their shoulder. Jerusalem is now their chosen 
destination, the same city they discarded earlier in the day. 
Even though the day is far spent, they go back; their return 
is not only to a place but, more importantly, to a community, 
one they presumably believe to be as wretched and desolate 
as they were at the beginning of their journey.

Their experience of the Lord sends them out of doors, on 
mission. They do not stay in Emmaus to build a monument to 
the place where they met the Lord: their experience compels 
them to share it with others as good news.

The structure of the Emmaus story gives us, the Christian 
community, a perfect reminder of coming to know Jesus as 
Lord in the Eucharist:

the coming together
the personal acknowledgment of defeat
the hearing of the old story anew
the gathering around the table
the breaking of the bread
the recognition of Jesus as Lord 
the renewal of personal discipleship 
the departure to share the new experience as good news. 

Luke will move from the story of Emmaus, ever so gradually, 
to tell of Jesus’ commission to the gathered group of disciples, 
his command to pray and wait, and Jesus’ final departure 
which will end the Gospel. The evangelist ends the Gospel 
with a community that has a mission statement but is not 
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empowered to mission. Sometimes the only thing to do is 
to pray and to wait. Luke will bide his time, until his next 
volume, to celebrate the beginning of the mission in the 
power of the Spirit at Pentecost.

The story of Emmaus is the beginning of that journey to 
mission. When we gather to celebrate the Eucharist we too 
listen to the word of God and break bread together. Jesus 
comes among us not as the stranger; rather, he comes to 
us in word and sacrament to give us new hope to face the 
future with faith in him. Our own stories may not sound 
very different from the two forlorn disciples on the road to 
Emmaus: we too may be covered in disappointment; we 
too may have a past that bewilders and hurts us. But we are 
invited to tell our stories to the Lord, to listen to him as he 
speaks his word, to recognise him in the breaking of the bread 
and become one with him in communion. Only with him can 
we look with understanding at the past, and with hope look 
to the future. Only in his name can we share the good news 
with others. Only with him and the gift of the Spirit can we 
move from Eucharist to mission.




