
EYE-OPENING EXPERIENCE
Acts 2:14a, 36-41 David B. Keller
Luke 24:13-35 April 26, 2020
TEXTS: Luke 24:15b-16; 31 “Jesus himself came near and went with t hem, but their eyes were kept from
recognizing him.”  “Then their eyes were opened, and they recognized him, and he vanished from their
sight.” 
PURPOSE: To invite us to seek the healing which allows us to ‘recognize the risen Christ in our midst, in
each other, and in all for whom Christ died.’ (From UCC Service of Word and Sacrament II) 
______________________________________________________________________________

There are times when I see but do not recognize.  Does this happen to you?  I’m
looking all over for my keys, or my glasses, or a grocery list.  Whatever I’m looking for is
right in plain sight, but I don’t recognize it.  Way back in college, I took a course informally
titled, “Physics for Poets.”  I got to take home a piece of equipment with the assignment to
figure out what it was and in what experiments it was used.  All the professor told me was
that, at some time during the class, we’d discussed the experiment which used this particular
piece of equipment.  I saw the thing; in fact I carefully studied it for a few weeks, but I never
recognized it. I know I wrote a report on my attempt to recognize it; I certainly have forgotten
how I was graded.  These days, lots of people are wearing masks in public.  On a few outings
to the grocery store or to pick up a takeout meal, I’ve seen someone I know but didn’t
recognize them because of the mask.  There’s lots of times when we see but don’t recognize.  
And when we do recognize, it’s an “ah-ha” experience, an eye-opening experience,  that can
run the gamut from embarrassing to thrilling.  

Today’s passage from the Gospel of Luke tells of a disciple named Cleopas and an
unnamed fellow disciple who were walking from Jerusalem to Emmaus on the evening of the
first Easter.  The story goes that Jesus starting walking with them, but “their eyes were kept
from recognizing him.”  Apparently they were so absorbed in their experience of Jesus’
absence that they were unable to recognize Jesus’ presence.  Their experience is familiar to
us, especially now.  It is nearly inevitable, in these days of dealing with the impact of the
virus outbreak, to be so absorbed in what is not that we can’t recognize what is.  Grief over
what we’ve lost, over what’s been taken from us, and fear about what worse losses might be
yet to come, have power to keep us from recognizing present blessings, in particular the
present blessing of Jesus walking with us.  How easy it has been, as we hear of more
diagnoses and deaths, as we experience the direct impact on our and our loved one’s lives,
not to recognize the ways that goodness and mercy continue to pursue us!  As with those two
disciples on that first Easter evening, Jesus may have come near to us, Jesus may even be
walking with us through our valley of shadows, but our eyes are kept from recognizing him.  

Their story is loaded with connections to our experience.  As Jesus wanted to hear
their experience, so Jesus wants to know our understanding of what’s happening right now,
what we are experiencing in the days of COVID-19.  As they were able to acknowledge their
dashed hopes– “But we had hoped that he was the one”– so it helps for us to say how hope
has eluded us.  As Jesus used scripture to interpret their experience, so we have opportunity
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to let scripture shed unexpected light on what’s happening to us and to our world.  And as
their simple offer of hospitality– “Stay with us; join us for a bite to eat”– set the stage for
their eyes to be opened, so the ways we practice our faith, small or large, create the
conditions for recognizing the presence our downcast eyes could not see.  

Those two disciples did have an eye-opening experience.  They sat down to share a
meal with a man they had known only as an insightful stranger.  But when he took bread, and
blessed and broke it and gave it to them, when the guest became the host, their eyes were
opened and they recognized him, just for a fleeting moment, as Jesus, risen from the dead,
Jesus, who had blessed and broken loaves to feed the multitude, Jesus, who as recently as the
previous Thursday, had blessed and broken a loaf and called it his body, given for them and
for us.  It is very important to grasp what Luke wants us to understand about what happened
at that table.  “Their eyes were opened”– they didn’t open their eyes themselves; some power
other than their own opened their eyes.  Their eye-opening was a healing, a holy gift which,
like every other healing from blindness in the gospels, enabled the person healed to recognize
Jesus for who he really is.  Maybe I just need to look more attentively to find my keys right
under my nose.  Maybe I would have recognized that piece of equipment if I’d paid more
careful attention in class.  Maybe we’d more quickly recognize our masked friends if we were
less absorbed in our own business in the grocery store.  But when it comes to recognizing our
risen Lord and Savior, that’s not up to us.  That won’t occur by our efforts alone.  That is
God’s healing gift to us.  

I believe God wants to open our eyes today.  I believe God wants us to recognize the
risen Christ present with us in these long hours of trial.  And while I am sure that God does
not want us to irresponsibly imagine that “Jesus is my vaccine,” as some have said to justify
disregarding social distancing, I am equally convinced that the eye-opening experience God
has in mind for us will utterly reorient our response to this crisis.  The moment Cleopas and
his friend recognized the man at their table as Jesus, Luke tells us that “he vanished from
their sight.”  (Luke 24:31)  Theirs was an utterly brief moment of transcendence.  I doubt that
a more sustained experience is available to us.  My experiences of recognizing Christ present,
for what they are worth, are never more than fleeting.  I catch a glimpse of him when I’m
with a person who is practicing faith courageously, or in an ‘ah-ha’ moment in Bible study,
or right here on a Sunday morning, even with only a few of us physically present in this
sacred space.  

The story of Jesus being recognized when he blessed and broke the bread shows up in
our communion service.  The invitation reminds us that those two disciples recognized him in
the breaking of the bread, and invites us also to recognize him as we share the broken bread
and the poured-out juice.  One of the prayers offered to consecrate the elements asks that God
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“bless all of us in our eating and drinking at this table, that we may recognize the risen Christ
in our midst, in each other, and in all for whom Christ died.”1  Perhaps for you as for me,
there have been fleeting moments during a communion service when our eyes have been
opened to see the risen Christ among us, maybe even as I caught the eye of one of you.  

But there’s more to it than that: communion is a kind of healing in itself which enables
us to see the world differently, at least, to recognize the risen Christ present in the world. 
Unless he’s giving us more than he gave Cleopas and his friend, the best we’ll get is a
glimpse of his presence.  The moment that we recognize him, he will vanish from our sight. 
There’s a reason for this, a reason which the Emmaus story reveals.  Once Jesus had
vanished, Cleopas and his friend returned to Jesus’ other companions in Jerusalem bursting
with the good news.  Jesus isn’t interested in us lingering in his risen presence.  Jesus wants
us to be doers and tellers of the good news of his triumph over death, of his life-giving, fear-
overcoming love.  Jesus wants us to keep recognizing him in the community of people who
have been touched by his life.  And most of all, consistent with our communion prayer, Jesus
wants us to recognize him in all for whom he died, to catch a glimpse of him among those
risking their lives for the sake of others as they care for people sick with the virus, to find
him out among the unloved and the unlovely, to meet him in our encounters even with people
who aggravate us.  The recognition will pass as quickly as it appeared, but it will change the
way we see everyone and everything.  

One more thing, and it’s important.  For sure, it is God who opens our eyes and
enables us to recognize the risen Christ.  But think about the story of Cleopas and his friend. 
Luke recalled that as the three approached Emmaus, Jesus “walked ahead as if he were going
on.”  (Luke 24:28)  Instead of letting him go, they urged him to stay with them.  They
welcomed the stranger.  They engaged in an act of hospitality.  What if they had let him go
on, if they’d just said thanks, nice meeting you?  Then they would have had a great walking
Bible study, but they wouldn’t have had an eye-opening experience.  Same with us: Jesus will
not impose himself on us.  It’s up to us to set the space for him to reveal himself, and that
work never looks like holy work.  A simple act of hospitality, an unplanned moment
honoring another human being, a welcome extended to a stranger, a sharing of what we have
with those who have not, creates the circumstances for our eyes to be opened so that we
recognize him.  

An eye-opening experience is waiting for us, because God wants us to recognize the
risen Christ in our midst, in each other, and in all for whom Christ died.  May we be open to

1Book of Worship, United Church of Christ, Service of Word and Sacrament II, p. 71.
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the experience when God offers it.  


