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A Stranger on the Road 
 
Let us pray... 
 
Being a minister is very entertaining.  I’m a walking, talking party trick.  Say I am with a 
group of new people.  Fifteen years ago it would have been at a bar, now it’s more likely 
to happen on the sidelines at a kids’ baseball game.  Anyway, we’re all talking and 
laughing and sharing stories until someone brings up jobs and asks what I do.  When I 
say I’m a minister, the faces around the circle go pale.  You can see them mentally 
revisiting everything they said, trying to remember if they swore or “took the Lord’s 
name in vain”.  Invariably they start apologizing, before launching into questions about 
ministers getting married and having children.  And then they either start arguing 
theology, or utilize my counseling training.  Those parts are less fun. 
 
Such experiences help me imagine a different “take” on this morning’s scripture 
passage, a version that might be created not by Matthew, Mark, Luke or John, but by 
Monty Python or South Park...  Two of Jesus’ followers have left Jerusalem following 
the horrific betrayal, trial and murder of their teacher.  They are walking on a dry, dirty 
road, on their way home to the backwater village of Emmaus.  Like people do after a 
traumatic event, they are telling and retelling the story to each other, sharing their 
personal views and trying to make sense of it all.  A stranger joins them and asks what 
they’re talking about.  They’re not all that polite.  “What are you nuts?  Haven’t you 
heard about the brutal death of the prophet, Jesus of Nazareth?”  And they tell the 
stranger all the amazing things that Jesus had done over the last few years.  And, in the 
Monty Python / South Park version, the stranger, who happens to actually be Jesus, 
says something like, “What was he really like, this Jesus guy?”  And of course at first 
they praise their dearly departed teacher, but then one of them admits that Jesus could 
be kind of bossy.  The other guy remembers that Jesus could be pretty crabby when his 
followers were slow to catch on to his teachings.  And he was known to play the 
occasional practical joke, turning someone’s lunchtime apple into a snake.  Before you 
know it they’re sharing a slew of complaints with this stranger.  Later, when the stranger 
breaks the bread and the two guys from Emmaus realize it’s Jesus, they go quite pale. 
 
Of course, in the bible version of this story, the two guys don’t say anything negative 
about Jesus.  They are deeply grieving.  It’s all gone bad.  They thought that Jesus was 
the Messiah, the One Jewish prophets predicted would come in triumph and glory and 
rescue Israel from conquering powers like the Romans. They had hoped that Jesus was 
the one who was going to save the world, turn it into a place of hope and justice and 
peace.  He had shown such promise, with his passionate preaching and his healing 
powers and his ability to work miracles with simple things like water and wine and 
bread.  These two guys, like so many others, had given it all up to follow Jesus, leaving 
their jobs and their homes and their families.  But then Jesus was captured and beaten 
and killed in the most shameful way.  And he didn’t even fight back.  He didn’t call an 
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army of angels down to rescue him.  He just died on the cross.  So now these guys are 
going back home, hopeless, defeated and depressed…  But then it turns out that things 
aren’t quite what they seem, for the man they meet on the road is Jesus in disguise.  
They thought he was just some stranger; turns out he’s the one they called Messiah. 
 
Just goes to show that you never know who is going to end up being the Messiah, being 
the presence of God in the world.  There is an old story about a dying monastery.  It had 
once been thriving and vibrant.  But over time it declined, and now it is about to close, 
with just five monks left in the crumbling residence and they are all over seventy years 
old.  But a visitor tells them that one of them is the Messiah.  At first they scoff, but then 
they wonder.  “Could it be the Father Abbott?  He’s been such a patient and caring 
leader.  On the other hand, it could be Brother Thomas, he is such a holy man, a man of 
light.  It couldn’t be Brother Albert, though, he gets so irritable.  But come to think of it, 
Brother Albert is very wise.  But not Brother Phillip, he’s so passive.  Of course, he does 
have a gift for being there right when you need him.”  And so on, all the monks 
wondering if one of his brothers is the Messiah, or even – could it be? – himself.  So 
they start treating each other with greater respect and compassion.  Lo and behold, 
visitors to the monastery, it is reported, begin to sense this new spirit among the monks.  
People start returning to the monastery for prayer, and then there is one new member, 
and then another.  And the monastery flourishes once more, with the monks still 
wondering which of them might be the Messiah. 
 
How differently might we live if we knew one of us is the Messiah, that God is in our 
midst?  Would we be more forgiving of the person who brought 13 items into the 12-
items-or-less aisle at Roche Brothers, if we knew she might be the Holy Spirit?  Would 
we let that car merge in front of us if we knew it might be Jesus driving?  Would we be a 
little less irritated with the dirty laundry on the bathroom floor if we knew our messy 
teenager was somehow God, present in our midst?  Would it help us love each other, if 
we knew there was a chance that God is here with us?  I don’t mean that we’d put on 
our “church faces” like the party guests do when they find out I’m a minister, wearing a 
mask of good behavior.  I mean letting our hearts shine through like the monks in the 
monastery, living out such love that it warms everyone we come in contact with.  Would 
we be more likely to do that, if we knew God was here?...  Well then get ready, because 
God is here.  This is the Road to Emmaus.  That stranger sitting near you?  She is the 
Messiah, he is the presence of God in the world. 
 
God dwells within us.  The divine spark is within you… and you… and you.  Maybe 
sometimes it feels that spark is dim, and it does take time and attention to fan that 
flame.  But from the moment of creation you have carried God within you, you are 
connected to the Source of all that is light and love.  You are God, acting in the world.  
Your hands are God’s hands, caring for others.  Your words are God’s words, speaking 
out for justice.  Your heart is God’s heart, filling this world with love. 
 
Today we welcomed nine new members into the church.  Nine strangers, more or less.  
I mean, even if we happen to be married to one of them it doesn’t mean we know what 
they are going to do and say and bring to every situation.  And some of these new 
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members and their families you probably haven’t even met yet.  They’ve all, already, 
brought great gifts to our congregation, like singing in the junior choir and lighting the 
first candle in the Advent wreath and joining the Fellowship team.  But someday soon 
we’ll let them down, if we haven’t already - not show up when they want us, preach a 
bad sermon, say something without thinking that causes pain.  And they will bring things 
to this community that will challenge and change us - no doubt they already have - 
maybe they’ll start a petition to sell the historical silver or volunteer to paint the 
Sanctuary green or insist on sharing their joys and concerns via charades (three words, 
first word, sick...). 
 
For me, this is one of the most important reasons for being in a community of faith.  You 
will be exposed, again and again, to people who drive you crazy.  They will frustrate 
you, irritate you, and thwart you.  And guess what, you’re doing the same thing to them.  
Church, again and again, is where people show up who are absolutely perfect at 
pushing our buttons, and vice versa.  And if that person moves away, someone else will 
immediately pop up to take their place.  God has a wicked sense of humor. 
 
So a faith community gives us a place to practice playing well with others.  We can 
practice setting healthy boundaries, and using our words, and increasing our tolerance 
for people who don’t seem to understand what is perfectly obvious to us, whether it’s 
how children should act in coffee hour or the appropriate hymns to sing at Christmas 
time.  And at the very same time, a church is a place where people make room for our 
own broken places - our assumption that everyone else in this room has their act 
together, we’re the only ones who are a mess; our growing conviction that we don’t 
believe in anything and showing up to church is a lie; our irritation at being asked to 
support one more thing with our money or our time or - please, God, no - our prayers. 
 
Whether you’re a new member today, or you’ve been a member for 60 years, or you’ve 
never joined this or any church and never will, you should know:  this isn’t the Promised 
Land, at 723 Massachusetts Ave.  This isn’t the kin-dom, God’s vision of justice and 
peace.  This is a group of people, we are a group of people, blessed children of God, 
who happen, at the same time, to be beautifully broken, and full of the divine spark.  So 
we will let each other down, we will hurt each other, we will say and do the stupidest of 
things.  But then we will breathe deeply, and apologize, and start again. 
 
Because, like in that monastery, the Messiah is in our midst.  Like the two grieving 
people on the Emmaus Road, Jesus walks this journey with us.  God is here in this 
place, working on and with us.  And not just here, but at work and in our neighborhood 
and in the grocery store and - God help us - in our own homes, even if we live alone.  
God is with us, within and beside us, as close as our own heart and the person sitting in 
the chair next to ours.  The Messiah is in our midst.  May we see him in the breaking of 
the bread.  May we see her in the eating of the cake.  May we see him in the Passing of 
the Peace.  May we see her in the off-pitch singing of the hymns.  May we see him, may 
we see her, in this community of faith.  Amen. 


