St John & St Stephen’s Church, Reading, 19" April 2026, Easter 3
Acts 2:15a, 36-41; Luke 24:13-35
Speak exactly as one friend speaks to another

Have a look at this picture. What do you see?

It doesn’t look like a religious picture, does it? It’s a rural
scene, perhaps spring or summer, late in the day if the
shadows are anything to go by. Three people are walking
along a path with their backs to us, deep in conversation.
Their heads and posture are inclined to the man in the
middle, who is slightly taller, wearing blue clothes. It looks
like the two people on either side of the central figure are
listening deeply to him, heads bowed, facing away from us.
So what’s it all about? Why has an artist taken time to
make this picture? We know because the artist, Fritz von
Uhde, named it ‘Walking to Emmaus’. Now we can begin to
understand the picture in the light of today’s gospel. We
know the identity of 2 of the people: one is the risen Jesus,
for sure — and he must be the middle figure. Another is Cleopas, because he’s named in the reading. And the other —
well, we don’t know. We can’t even see their face! The artist has rendered that person as a man, but it could equally
well have been a woman, the text doesn’t tell us. It could have been, for example, Cleopas’s wife, or perhaps his
sister. And perhaps it could be you, or me. There’s an invitation here to place ourselves in the pcture. Walking with
the risen Christ. Anyway, they were disciples of Jesus. Now that we know all of that, let’s not lose sight of our first
sight: it’s a picture of three people walking along a path in the country, engaged in conversation. It’s a pretty normal
thing to do. And that’s the point.

We’'re in the season of Easter, the period of the church’s year when we focus on the resurrection of Jesus. It’s a time
of transition. For 30 years Jesus has been a physical presence, a human being, a living, breathing body on planet
earth. He was housed for 9 months in a woman’s body, was born, grew up, ate and drank, learned to shape wood,
made friends and enemies, preached and healed, was crucified. But the tomb is now empty. Jesus has risen from the
dead, and he keeps appearing: in an upper room, in a garden, on a beach, on a path leading out of Jerusalem to a
village called Emmaus. He’s the same...but different. He carries his wounds, (that’s another sermon!) when he’s on
the beach with the disciples he eats fish — yet, his disciples, those who knew him best, couldn’t recognise him
straight away. He had to do something, to say something, in order for them to recognise him. Put your hand in my
side. Break bread. In the gestures, the actions, in the words. | think this is to prepare his disciples for his final leaving:
the ascension, after which Jesus is no longer seen, but still present. Get used to it!

A small point I'd like to interject. You’ll notice that in the picture, Jesus wears a blue garment. Blue. It’s the colour of
the sky, of heaven. It's no accident that the artist used blue — Jesus is the man of heaven. But since we saw that first
picture of planet earth, taken from space in 1972 from Apollo 17, we know that blue is also the colour of the earth.
Isn’t that wonderful? Unknown to our artist, he painted the colour that makes him both the man of heaven — and
earth. Which is exactly who He was — and is. ‘was incarnate of the Holy Spirit and the Virgin Mary, and was made
man’ as the Creed has it.

Cleopas and his unnamed companion have only 3 days ago witnessed the horrible execution of their most precious
friend. They are deeply traumatised. And yet some women have reported that the tomb is empty...and they saw
some angels. Cleopas and his friend are now, on top of being traumatised, confused. A stranger joins them and asks
them what they are talking about. Cleopas unloads on him! Are you the only person who doesn’t know what has
been happening? Where have you been hiding? His distress and pain comes bubbling out while the stranger listens.
Then, matching the tone, the stranger riposts, “Oh, how foolish you are, and how slow of heart to believe all that the
prophets have declared! Was it not necessary that the Messiah should suffer these things and then enter into his
glory?” ?” Then beginning with Moses and all the prophets, he interpreted to them the things about himself in all the
scriptures.’ (vv.25,26)

Scene 2. When they reached Emmaus, the stranger began to walk on, but they invited him to stay with them. In the
spiritual life, this is a critical moment. Will we let this moment pass? We are sometimes challenged and consoled by
the presence of Christ with us along the road — when we happen to bump into him. But will we invite him in? Will we



allow a greater intimacy to grow between us? Will we offer him hospitality in our hearts and lives? This is the
moment of invitation.

Cleopas and his friend do invite the stranger, this
intriguing man, to eat and spend the night with them —
it’s late in the day. As they sit to eat, the stranger
breaks bread...wait a minute...only one person breaks
bread like that. They have surely watched him break
bread before, at the feeding of the 5000. They have
seen him break bread at other places too...they were
disciples after all, just not one of the 12. As he breaks
bread, prays, gives thanks...they recognize him. It is
Jesus. And then, tantalizingly, he vanishes from their
sight. And it comes back to them, their walk on the
Emmaus Road...the stranger...their hearts were burning
within them as he interpreted scripture, as he talked
about himself...and they didn’t recognize the Lord. And
yet...their hearts knew. Their hearts responded, but sorrow and confusion prevented them from accepting it. But
the breaking of the bread, that everyday act which, at the last supper, symbolized the breaking of the body of Christ
on the cross — that homely act told them who it was. Our gospel passage ends with Cleopas and his friend rushing
back to Jerusalem along the same road they’ve just walked — 7 miles each way — and finding the eleven (12 less
Judas) and confirming that, ‘The Lord has risen indeed, and he has appeared to Simon!’ Then they told what had
happened on the road, and how he had been made known to them in the breaking of the bread’

| wonder how much we can absorb this beautiful story, illustrated powerfully by these 2 works of art, into our own
lives and spiritual growth? Walking, talking with a friend, being on a journey — even, as in the case of Cleopas and his
friend, when they were going the wrong way! Jesus didn't force a change in the disciples' direction; instead, he
walked alongside them in the direction they were already going. He invited them to share what it was that was on
their hearts, to unburden them. Perhaps the most important message is that the risen Christ still draws alongside us,
an unseen companion. Ignatius gives us some beautiful advice about prayer, maybe drawn from his meditation on
the story of the Emmaus road...’speak exactly as one friend speaks to another”Error! Bookmark not defined. It is
so lovely. Speak to Christ as you would as you would to you friend. I’'ve adopted a practice recently of doing that
when | walk the dog around the allotment site in the morning! | just pray out loud about what’s on my heart. There’s
an important message too about breaking bread: Jesus’ presence was recognized in the breaking of bread. It is of
course what we do here in church every Sunday morning at the Eucharist, the breaking of the bread, and we
recognize and affirm Christ’s presence with us. Perhaps on a more ‘ordinary’ level we could recall this moment
whenever we break bread at home, remembering that breaking of bread at the last supper — and at Cleopas’ home
in Emmaus.

Speaking of bread, there’s a saying about one beggar showing another beggar where to find bread. It's what | would
like to do now. | know there are many, many helps for us when we pray or read the bible. Scripture Union notes,
apps like Pray as you Go, Lectio 365, Richard Rohr’s daily meditations, the Lectionary itself, the Common worship
book and so on. Let me introduce you, if you haven’t met him already, to Fr Patrick van der Vorst and the Christian
Art app. You can find his daily meditations on your computer or an app on your phone. He's a Catholic priest, and an
art expert. He prepares a reflection on the gospel reading of the day and relates it to a work of art — he’s brilliant.
I've been following him for years now and he just gets better. Enter ‘Christian Art’ into Google and sign up for his
daily emails. Nothing to lose, loads to gain.

What does this leave you with most? Cleopas’ friend — could that be you in the picture? The drawing alongside of

Christ? The burning heart — which we should listen to? When we sense his presence, will we invite him in? Speak
exactly as one friend speaks to another? The breaking of the bread? Whatever it is, let it stay with you. Amen.
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