The First Glorious Mystery

The Resurrection
That very same day, two of them were on their way to a village called
Emmaus, seven miles from Jerusalem, and they were talking together about
all that had happened. Now as they talked this over, Jesus himself came up
and walked by their side; but something prevented them from recognising
him. He said to them, “What matters are you discussing as you walk along?”
They stopped short, their faces downcast.
Then one of them, called Cleopas, answered him, “You must be the only
person staying in Jerusalem who does not know the things that have been
happening there these last few days.” “What things?” he asked. “All about
Jesus of Nazareth,” they answered, “who proved he was a great prophet by
the things he said and did in the sight of God and of the whole people; and
how our chief priests and our leaders handed him over to be sentenced to
death, and had him crucified. Our own hope had been that he would be the
one to set Israel free…”
Then he said to them, “You foolish men! So slow to believe the full message
of the prophets! Was it not ordained that the Christ should suffer and so enter
into his glory?” Then starting with Moses and going through all the prophets,
he explained to them the passages of scripture that were about himself.
When they drew near to the village to which they were going, he made as
if to go on; but they pressed him to stay with them. “It is nearly evening,”
they said, “and the day is almost over.” So he went in to stay with them. Now
while he was with them at table, he took the bread and said the blessing;
then he broke it and handed it to them. And their eyes were opened and
they recognised him; but he vanished from their sight. Then they said to one
another, “Did our hearts not burn within us as he talked to us on the road and
explained the scriptures to us?”
They set out that instant and returned to Jerusalem. There they found the
Eleven assembled together with their companions, who said to them, “Yes,
it is true. The Lord has risen and has appeared to Simon.” Then they told their
story of what had happened on the road and how they had recognised him at
the breaking of bread.
(Luke 24:13-21, 25-35)
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Making sense of Jesus’ death
None of the Gospels describes the actual resurrection of Jesus: each
passes over the event in total silence, acknowledging that God’s eternal
act is beyond the range of narrative expression. The Gospels move on
to show how Jesus’ resurrection affects his followers. On the first Easter
Sunday we watch two disciples struggling to make sense of the recent
death of Jesus. They leave Jerusalem behind them as the place where
their hopes met with final defeat. During their walking wake they discuss
everything that has happened. When a stranger joins them on the road,
they share the story of their hurt and disappointment: Jesus, the one they
had hoped would set Israel free, has now been put to death.
The two disciples cannot understand how the death of Jesus can be
understood as anything more than a tragic end to a promising life. So the
disciples mourn not only the death of Jesus but also the death of their
relationship with him. Who are they now? Now they are ex-disciples of a
dead prophet with nowhere to go but away. Their cherished hope is now
but a memory. The lines that Lord Byron wrote in 1814 could apply to them:
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.
The Complete Works of Lord Byron Vol II

Only when they have finished their own story does the stranger begin
his own. He invites them to look at the past again, this time in the light of
scripture. He offers a wholly different interpretation of the same event as
he sees the death of Christ as something which was essential for his glory.
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As the stranger helps the two disciples to make sense of the past in a new
light, they respond by inviting him to stay with them. When they go in
to table they break bread together. The stranger gives himself away by
giving himself away to them, in the bread. He is the risen Jesus, and he
leaves them with hearts that burn and with eyes that see. Not only does
he help them to reinterpret the past in the light of their new experience,
he gives them a new future. They can now face Jerusalem even in the dark
and they return there to share their story with the others.
They take the light of Easter Sunday back into the darkness of Good
Friday, and that changes their memory. Only the risen Jesus makes sense
of everything that went before. In his word and in the breaking of the
bread, the past is brought up to date. The past is now reinterpreted in the
light of the great truth that Jesus is Lord.
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 our future with him. Our own stories may not sound very
different from that of the two forlorn disciples on the road to Emmaus.
We are invited, however, to understand our stories in the forgiving and
everlasting light of Jesus’ resurrection.
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Rembrandt van Rijn, Supper at Emmaus
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A welcoming presence
If you visit the Rembrandt House Museum in Amsterdam, you learn that
Rembrandt lived in this house from 1639 until 1656, when he was declared
bankrupt because he could not pay his debts. The house was in the centre
of Amsterdam’s Jewish community – composed mostly of Sephardic
Jews who had fled Spain and Portugal during the time of the Inquisition.
Rembrandt painted Supper at Emmaus in 1648 and broke with tradition
by using a Jewish neighbour as his model for Jesus. In defiance of both
anti-Semitism and the canonical tradition of portraying a European Jesus,
Rembrandt portrays Jesus as a Jew.
Rembrandt was a student of the Bible and a Protestant: the established
religion in his country was the Dutch Reformed Church. Strict Reformed
theology banned images of Christ as idolatry. Rembrandt had many
Lutheran, Catholic and Jewish clients and felt free to portray Jesus not
only from his own lively interpretation of the Gospels but also in the light
of his Jewish neighbours.
The upper part of the painting is stark and vacant; the light comes
through a window in the upper left. Behind the figure of Jesus there is a
monumental arch, carved from rough stone, which would not look out of
place in a Romanesque basilica. The suggestion of a church apse leads the
eye to interpret this table as an altar, a reading supported by the fact that
the table is dressed with a heavy fringed fabric, a white cloth, reminiscent
of the altar cloth and the white corporal which decorate the altar at Mass.
As Jesus breaks the challah bread – the Jewish braided loaf – the eyes of
the two disciples are opened. The face of Christ is extraordinarily gentle,
even vulnerable, as the divine radiates through his humanity, lighting up
the praying hands of the disciple on the left. This is not the depiction of a
distant majesty to be worshipped from afar, but the portrait of a humble
host who invites us to join him at table. A dog dozes on the lower left,
completing the domestic scene. We feel at home with this Jesus, at ease
in his warm welcoming presence, eager to share the bread that is life.

111

