
On the Road to Emmaus… 

Luke 24 tells the journey of two disciples who have had the heart of their faith ripped from them.  

They were with Jesus as he healed the sick, confronted evil in all its oppressive forms and preached 

and demonstrated the message of the coming kingdom of God.  They believed he was the one to 

redeem Israel – he was the Christ, the Messiah, the one who would expel the Roman occupiers and 

sit on the throne of David.  Yet they saw him nailed to a cross, humiliated and defeated.  The 

Romans had won.  The religious authorities in Israel had protected their own interests and silenced a 

growing seditious movement.  

So here they were.  Walking away from Jerusalem, from the place where not only their Messiah was 

crucified, but where all faith in who they understood God to be and do shattered.  It must have been 

a deeply disorientating experience – one filled with uncertainty, pain, doubt, darkness and intense 

self-reflection.  

Journeying to Emmaus is a story being played out today and experienced by many Christians.  Some 

are sitting in pews going through the motions of saying the liturgy or singing choruses but deep 

inside they have embarked on the road to Emmaus. Some have found this process so painful they 

have left the building tired of well-meaning platitudes ‘if you pray about it..’ or ‘read the bible more 

then all will make sense’.  Their questions and concerns silenced by a wall of ‘absolute faith’ or 

‘truth’1 demonstrated through ‘proof texts’ where any exploration into deeper areas smacks of 

uncertainty and doubt.  Like the two disciples, received ideas of God are under doubt – questions 

from the realm of science, personal experience, ethical problems, scriptural discrepancies and 

theological issues offer problems beyond the answers of apologetics.  But these aren’t just issues of 

the intellect they hit the very core of our being.  Reflecting on ‘who is this God?’ raises deep 

questions of personal identity because ‘who I am’ is in direct relation to this God.  For many this can 

cause a deep existential crisis – one where the very foundations of our being and self-understanding 

seem to crumble before us leaving a desolate place void of meaning and personal significance2.  

Ironically, it is this perilous and dark road journeyed with others that can offer a way through the 

confusion.  Luke, with the skill of a theological artist, paints us a picture of doubt and confusion 

leading to revelation and hope.  Taking the hard road to Emmaus the disciples embrace their doubt, 

                                                            
1 Our more popular conservative theologies betray a notion of truth and certainty birthed in Cartesian and 
Enlightenment traditions that requires rational demonstration.  In this reading doubting certain doctrinal 
‘truths’ is like saying 2+2 does not equal 4.  However, truth and knowing in the biblical tradition is relational, 
interpretative and communal.  Drawing on the Jewish tradition as an example, whilst the Torah remains 
central, rigorous debate and exchange of ideas is at the heart of rabbinical interpretational method rather than 
monosyllabic readings. As James K. A. Smith writes: ‘Obviously the Bible is subject to all kinds of 
interpretations.  But this play of interpretations does not mean all these interpretations are good or true…. 
While the church is governed by the Scriptures, the Scriptures are only properly opened and active within the 
believing community’. 
2 A major study can be found in The Churchless Faith Alan Jamieson – 2004.  Based on a series of interviews 
with church leavers he categorises them and reflects on their spiritual journey in light of the stages outlined by 
James Fowler.  Those being confronted with the questions outlined above enter a ‘critical stage’ of faith 
development that requires particular support and awareness from the community of faith that supports them.  
Jamieson notes that some Christians leave EPC churches at this stage due to a lack of support given for 
questioning and deeper theological exploration in their communities.  Here this growth is understood as at 
worst backsliding into liberalism or atheism and at best as doubt needing remedy. 



confusion and sadness.  Here they freely talk about the recent events of Jesus’ brutal crucifixion and 

missing body.  As they do this the risen Jesus draws near (although they are kept from recognising 

him) and joins them in conversation.  Jesus asks, ‘What is this conversation which you are holding 

with each other as you walk?’  Here, away from the centre of religious life the Lord of Life meets 

them where they are and gives them permission to speak out their doubt, concerns and fears.  These 

conversations happen in company and it is in this place where in some mysterious sense, Jesus is 

present acknowledging and affirming our concerns.  It is in this wasteland of doubt where Jesus 

starts to rebuild faith and hope.  But this isn’t a return to old ideas and conceptions of God and his 

Messiah they held so passionately before.  This is a re-conversion, a re-imagining and re-telling of 

the story of God through Israel climaxing in the death and resurrection of Jesus. 

When in Exile the Jews had some difficult problems to overcome.  Their whole religious life, identity 

and theology was based around Land, Temple and Law.  So how do you remain faithful to the 

covenant of God when exiled from the land of God?  How do you maintain the sacrificial system 

when the Temple has been desecrated? How is God with his people when they are scattered to the 

four winds and the central place of covenant has been abandoned?  How do you remain faithful to 

the Law in a foreign land?  Their whole structure of theology, worship and understanding of God was 

challenged to the core.  The very things that gave them identity, the very symbols of their covenant 

with YHWH had been stripped away.  What was left?  It is in this place of reflection, this place of 

exile where out of the ashes God is revealed not just as the God of Israel, but the God of the whole 

world, in fact of all creation (Isaiah 40 ff). 

As the collapse of Christendom occurs in the West there are many Christians who are feeling exiled 

in a foreign land.3  The old theological and societal certainties of the privilege of the Church are 

slowly eroding with Bishops in the House of Lords and prayers in school assemblies seeming like 

hangovers from an antiquated way of living.  Some Churches are ignoring this erosion still playing 

the Christendom game and decrying a society with a lack of bible knowledge and basic Christian 

principles.  Others within our churches are beginning to see for the first time cracks between the 

God presented and maintained by Christendom and the God and Father of Jesus Christ.  A theology 

and ecclesiology birthed and sustained by Christendom and propped up by modernity now strains 

under the weight of epistemological and cultural paradigm shifts.  Unable to offer an effective 

prophetic critique as it stands with those in power, the Church in Christendom was neutered of her 

distinctive identity and purpose.  Rather than challenging excessive wealth, power and corruption 

she became tainted and blemished a mirror image of the society she served.  Also, with the burden 

of Platonic dualism her mission was relegated to the ‘care of souls’, ‘salvation’ and ‘eternal life’ with 

the biblical messianic mandate for Good News for ALL creation4 (including all of life – the political, 

environmental, social and so called spiritual) muted and paralysed5.  

                                                            
3 Stuart Murray writes convincingly from an Anabaptist perspective in Post –Christendom and Church After 
Christendom.  He argues for a ‘paradigm shift’ from Christendom to Post-Christendom.  In this latter work he 
attempts to outline the future shape of Christian communities as they navigate this new cultural terrain. 
4 C.f. Mk 16.15; Col 1.20, 23 
5 I appreciate there has been a distinction between so called liberals advocating the social gospel and 
conservative wing emphasising preaching salvation.  However, both movements are wedded to modernity and 
Christendom and respond accordingly to this cultural milieu.  With the advent of a ‘new paradigm’ both these 
movements epistemological foundations on which their respective theologies are based have been caught 
short. 



I believe it is this god, the god of Christendom that many in our churches are beginning to doubt and 

question.  As the wild Messiah and God of the Exodus pours out into places and people we least 

expect  bringing freedom and hope those sitting in the pews know there is something wrong with 

the picture of hymn, chorus, sermon, prayers, hymn – ‘come to us on our terms’ model of religious 

service6.  We are confronted with the missio dei – the one who came to seek and save the lost the 

one who will redeem all Creation.  The God of the Incarnation is enfleshed in the language, customs 

and cultures of those around us challenging our idols of God and calling us to a deeper, broader and 

more holistic apprehension of God, beyond definition and explanation but rooted in the concrete 

life, death and resurrection of Jesus Christ. 

It is this God who is revealed to those disciples on the Emmaus Road.  As they eat together, bread is 

broken and the traveller who had been their conversation partner is revealed to them as The Risen 

Lord.  They returned to Jerusalem not as those who had re-discovered their lost faith, but rather 

those who held their beliefs in a new transformed way7. The Lord who ate the Last Supper with them 

telling the story of betrayal and death was now the risen one who met them again in the breaking of 

bread of a new dawn.  Thus their understanding of Jesus, his mission and ultimately their identity is 

profoundly transformed.  ‘This is the meaning of Messiah, this is the story of the Son of Man, and 

this is the purpose and victory of God.  Not a procession to destruction on the cross but rather the 

means by which death and evil is destroyed and new life and hope pours into the world through 

resurrection.’ 

Those on the Emmaus road in our churches and communities recognise our understandings and 

approaches to God can become enculturated and idolatrous8. These beliefs bring heartache and 

grief rather than liberation, challenge and life.  In conversation with Jesus and one another they 

gently need the freedom and encouragement to explore the questions and concerns they have.  As 

we have seen Jesus invites this, whilst challenging further9.  Jesus draws them closer to himself and 

through this experience reveals something deeper and more profound about himself.  The ancient 

mystics and saints likened this process to the dark night of the soul.  This ‘Holy Saturday’ experience 

is not spoken of much in evangelical churches, but is an essential aspect of Christian maturity and 

development.  Just as the disciples understanding of Jesus being Christ and King were influenced by 

prevailing Jewish expectations and culture, so our understandings of Jesus are influenced by 

Christendom and the concerns of modernity.  The ‘Holy Saturday’ moment allows God to strip away 

the theologies, expectations and idols that get in the way and allow a moment for re-conversion as 

                                                            
6 Church After Christendom Murray pg. 46– ‘But the demise of Christendom has precipitated an accelerated 
exodus, as changing cultural expectations and the churches diminishing status have made leaving easier.  
Some Christendom vestiges (both attitudes and practices) have also prompted some to leave, dismayed or 
outraged by their persistence within the churches…Many leavers have departed reluctantly, after months or 
years of struggling to remain’ 
7 Pete Rollins outlines this approach in his challenging little book How (NOT) to Speak of God ‘This then is not a 
revolution that seeks to change what we believe, but rather one that sets about transforming the entire 
manner in which we hold our beliefs’ pg. 7 
8 Even those approaches that claim to be ‘biblical’ come from positions of value and subtle philosophical 
positions even if it is the Reformed tradition’s assumption of the ‘plain reading of the text’.  There are no 
purely neutral readings of scripture otherwise theology just becomes a matter of repeating the text. 
9 ‘O Foolish men, and slow of heart to believe all that the prophets had spoken’ (Lk 24.25) 



we see the living God afresh10.  Not so much a change of the content of belief but rather a change of 

approach to our already deeply held beliefs that reveals God and his work in Jesus Christ anew. 

Journeying on the road to Emmaus is not a call to a new purity of doctrine or the ‘right’ way of doing 

church.  That would be to remain in the ideologies of modernity and Christendom.  It is also not the 

path to post-modern relativism as this also adopts a conceptual framework that idolatrously 

supersedes the Gospel.  Rather the Emmaus road presents a revelatory, relational and participatory 

approach to knowing Christ situated within the narrative of the community of faith.  This is the heart 

of biblical ‘knowing’. 

‘Then their eyes were opened and they recognised him, and he disappeared from their sight’ 

The Risen Lord is revealed.  

But as soon as ‘their eyes were opened’ he ‘disappeared from their sight’.  He remains the wild and 

free Messiah.  Not a Lord we can pin down and get a grip of with complex and precise doctrines. Not 

a Lord at our beck and call and one our language can objectively contain but rather he is the one 

who is ‘recognised’  in company and ‘disappears’.  Mysterious, elusive and yet ontologically present 

in all and through all He is the Lord who strains the limits of language and yet is revealed within the 

breaking of bread. 11   

This theological humility, where we confess with confidence: ‘He is risen’ whilst holding onto his 

radical and hidden otherness, is at the heart of the Emmaus journey12.  This apophatic tradition13 

paints both the utter transcendence and profound immanence of Christ and saves us from a 

crippling conceptual idolatry that leaves us weak in worship and action. If we are to pick up our 

cross, experience him on the road to Emmaus then our theologies, our language and ideas must also 

go the way of the cross.  Thus, even our intellect is called to repentance (metanoia) with ‘our ideas 

stripped bare and remade’14.  Theology itself is ‘metanoia, even crucifixion’.15  His disappearing is the 

very place where theology begins – it is in this place of absence where he is revealed.1617  

The Emmaus road leads us to Christ where we meet him in the breaking of bread.  In fact, the 

Emmaus road is journeyed with Christ who we are kept from recognising until our eyes are opened. 

                                                            
10 ‘There is always more of God; God is always breaking out of the conceptual boxes into which we have placed 
him’ Mike Higton Difficult Gospel - The Theology of Rowan Williams pg. 49 
11 ‘The Truth in Christianity is not described but experienced…To know the Truth is thus to be known and 
transformed by the Truth’ – Peter Rollins ‘How NOT to Speak of God’ pg. 56 
12 ‘Rather we can properly confess that we know God was in Christ reconciling the world to himself, but such 
knowledge rests on the gift of (particular special) revelation, is not universally objective or demonstrable, and 
remains a matter of interpretation and perspective…We confess knowledge without certainty, truth without 
objectivity’ James K A Smith Whos’s afraid of post-modernism? Pg. 121 
13 The negative way is to speak of God in negative terms as he cannot be properly apprehended by the human 
mind.  Positive affirmation must be balance by this approach. ‘The true knowledge and vision of God consist in 
this – in seeing that He is invisible, because what we seek lies beyond all knowledge, being wholly separated by 
the darkness of incomprehensibility’ Gregory of Nyssa -  The life of Moses 
14 Higton pg. 49 
15 ibid 
16 2Corinthians 5.7 
17 ‘Faith is always, not only in this life a longing and trust directed away from itself toward an object to which it 
will never be adequate, which it will never comprehend.  God is not yet what we have understood…’ Rowan 
Williams The Wound of Knowledge 



Yet the disciples don’t remain in Emmaus but rather return to Jerusalem to proclaim ‘He is risen’ and 

witness to the strangeness of their experience.   Those in Exile, those in desert places, those 

returning from Emmaus need a fair hearing.  Sometimes their language can seem strange and their 

experience unnerving.  However, they have journeyed with Christ, they have stumbled the way of 

the cross, and they have gone into the dark places of the soul.  What can we learn from their journey 

and how can it take the church catholic deeper into Christ?  
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