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Through Paths Unknown
The Reverend Dr. John A. Dalles
Psalm 116:1-4, 12-19; Luke 24:13-35

When I am reading Scripture, I find myself thinking, “I wish I had been there … .” There are many passages with 
such a startling brilliance about them, I think how wonderful it would have been to be right there in person — and 
to see, hear, and sense what was happening.

It is wonderful that we have the written Word — holy and inspired — to get us more than halfway there, close up, 
as if we were participants in the event. And to read and visualize what we are reading.

Of the many vivid passages we can read, this is one of my very favorites. The fact that one of the two disciples is 
unnamed is a great invitation for me to think of myself as one of them. To put myself on the road to Emmaus. To 
be filled with all kinds of emotions having to do with what had happened to Jesus. To find myself wondering and 
hoping and wishing and believing and doubting and worrying — caught up in the tremendous clash of feelings that 
go with losing my teacher and friend, One who surely is the Messiah and yet who has been tried and tortured and 
put to death and whose body was placed in a tomb.

That’s the finality of finalities, isn’t it?

I have been to ever so many cemeteries, so I know the finality of such places, even the most beautiful of them. I have 
seen the tender inscriptions on tombstones, and sensed the love and devotion that such inscriptions hold. I have 
stood before grand mausoleums of the people who even now are remembered as leaders in business or society 
or politics. I have seen the even grander monuments and memorials to presidents and statesmen, and traced the 
words they once said, now etched in stone. And I have stood in memorial gardens and columbariums, and read 
again the names of those I have loved long since and lost a while.

Humble or grand, simple or elaborate, they all have one thing in common. They speak of those who have lived and 
who have died.

Walking to Emmaus, those disciples with whom I identify surely held that thought as a fact.

Jesus died. Jesus was buried. Now it was the third day.

In the chronology of the events of the life of our Lord, we are still on Easter Day with this passage from Luke. Not 
only is the news that Jesus has risen brand new, but it is so new, that the two disciples on the road to Emmaus have 
reason to wonder about the news they had heard. 

And then someone draws alongside, and walks with them and talks with them — someone who seems to be a stranger, 
but who knows more about what they had experienced than they knew themselves; who opened the Scriptures 
for them; who connected the dots, so that the picture of what happened fell into place, and made sense, and gave 
them a new awareness. But still and all, not the whole picture. Did they dare hope?

Fast on the heels of that question is the more personal question: Do we dare hope?

We who have stood beside an open grave and wept and watched as a casket is lowered; who have returned home 
to find that familiar place changed entirely by who is no longer there; who have closed the book on a love and 
friendship that was a joy and delight; who have heard the quiet that speaks louder than words — do we dare hope?
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The Christian faith is all about the answer to that question. We believe and trust and depend upon the message 
that — yes — we dare to have hope. We are given the reason why in what happened to those two disciples, as their 
Easter Day unfolded — as they walked through paths unknown.

I must say — if someone came alongside me, and told me things I had been longing to know, about myself and about 
what is most important in the world — I would have done as they did. I would have encouraged that person to stay. 

“Stay with us, because it is almost evening and the day is now nearly over.”

We don’t want to be alone. We don’t want to miss what we might gain by Your being with us. So, please, stay with us.

“Stay with us, because it is almost evening and the day is now nearly over.”

That is an invitation from the heart. We whisper it in the darkness. We pray it in the morning. We long for it all the 
day. We depend upon it when things are rocky and uphill. We bask in it when the days are sunny and filled with 
joy. To be with our dear companion and friend, to enjoy His presence, to feel His unconditional love for us, to learn 
from Him, to lean on Him, to linger with Him.

“Stay with us, because it is almost evening and the day is now nearly over.”

I am so glad they asked Him to stay.

You know — our Lord longs for our invitation to stay. But do you notice that He does not insist upon it? It seemed 
as if He would go on. It is apparent that Christ respects the freedom of our thoughts, and our affections, and our 
purposes. In fact, His respect is complete. He never forces His own gifts upon us. They are there, and He offers 
them freely. But unless we actively accept them, they remain ineffective, as far as we are concerned.

So I am glad they asked Him to stay.

I am glad that you have asked Him to stay — that He does stay, and He does form this everlasting bond with you.  

There is a painting of the meal at the table in the inn that evening. Titled “The Supper at Emmaus,” it was painted 
in 1601 by the Italian Baroque master Caravaggio, and now is in the National Gallery in London.

It shows Jesus and the two disciples seated at the table, and a man standing alongside — presumably the innkeeper. 
The faces of the men are bathed in light. The room is in darkness. I think of that painting as a strong reminder that, 
when we are in Jesus’ presence, we, too, are bathed in His light, no matter how dark the world around us may be.

It is at that very moment when their eyes were 
opened, and they recognized Him.

Caravaggio paints one disciple with the shock of 
recognition so great that his arms are extended in 
an exclamation of surprise. One of his hands is on 
Jesus’ shoulder. He has to touch Him to be sure 
that what is happening is really happening — that 
Jesus is real; that Jesus is really alive; that Jesus is 
actually there in the room with them.

Caravaggio paints the other disciple as leaning 
forward toward Jesus, almost out of his chair. He 
is gripping the arms of the chair with such force 
that the sleeve of his coat has torn open.

In the center of the frame is Jesus Himself, 
looking tremendously healthy and fresh of face 
— unquestionably, Jesus is alive and well. 

And there is one detail more, that just fills me with 
excitement and joy: the hand of Jesus is extended 
outward, toward us, the viewers of the painting.

Artwork: The Supper at Emmaus, 1601 (oil and egg tempera on canvas), Michelangelo 
Merisi da Caravaggio (1571–1610). Presented to the National Gallery, London, by Lord 
Vernon in 1839. Painting originally commissioned by Roman nobleman Ciriaco Mattei. 
This is a faithful photographic reproduction of a two-dimensional, public domain work of 
art. Photograph courtesy of Wikimedia Commons. www.nationalgallery.org.uk
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It is one of those brilliant moments that artists give us, taking the moment one step beyond what the Gospel writers 
reveal.

For there is the invitation from our Lord Himself. He reaches out to us. We have only to respond.

You have Jesus reaching out to you today. He may be reaching out to ask you to help with some particular need 
of the church or of the world. He is reaching out to you. His invitation is to you specifically. He has you in mind 
for the task at hand. You have what He needs, and He has what you need. He may be asking you to take on a new 
responsibility. His invitation is for you. He may be calling you to renew your commitment to Him — your commitment 
to travel with Him through paths unknown.

You have Jesus reaching out to you today. He is meeting you — more than halfway. You know what He wants you 
to do. Reach out to Him. Receive His love and grace. Amen.
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