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Behold What You Are

Luke 24:13-49

13Now on that same day two of them were going to a village called Emmaus, about seven miles from Jerusalem, 14and talking with each other about all these things that had happened. 15While they were talking and discussing, Jesus himself came near and went with them, 16but their eyes were kept from recognizing him. 17And he said to them, “What are you discussing with each other while you walk along?” They stood still, looking sad. 18Then one of them, whose name was Cleopas, answered him, “Are you the only stranger in Jerusalem who does not know the things that have taken place there in these days?” 19He asked them, “What things?” They replied, “The things about Jesus of Nazareth, who was a prophet mighty in deed and word before God and all the people, 20and how our chief priests and leaders handed him over to be condemned to death and crucified him. 21But we had hoped that he was the one to redeem Israel. Yes, and besides all this, it is now the third day since these things took place. 22Moreover, some women of our group astounded us. They were at the tomb early this morning, 23and when they did not find his body there, they came back and told us that they had indeed seen a vision of angels who said that he was alive. 24Some of those who were with us went to the tomb and found it just as the women had said; but they did not see him.” 25Then he said to them, “Oh, how foolish you are, and how slow of heart to believe all that the prophets have declared! 26Was it not necessary that the Messiah should suffer these things and then enter into his glory?” 27Then beginning with Moses and all the prophets, he interpreted to them the things about himself in all the scriptures. 28As they came near the village to which they were going, he walked ahead as if he were going on. 29But they urged him strongly, saying, “Stay with us, because it is almost evening and the day is now nearly over.” So he went in to stay with them. 30When he was at the table with them, he took bread, blessed and broke it, and gave it to them. 31Then their eyes were opened, and they recognized him; and he vanished from their sight. 32They said to each other, “Were not our hearts burning within us while he was talking to us on the road, while he was opening the scriptures to us?” 33That same hour they got up and returned to Jerusalem; and they found the eleven and their companions gathered together. 34They were saying, “The Lord has risen indeed, and he has appeared to Simon!” 35Then they told what had happened on the road, and how he had been made known to them in the breaking of the bread. 

There is an artist whom I love. Her name is Maira Kalman, and among other things, she wrote and illustrated a book called The Principles of Uncertainty. It’s a lovely, whimsical book; and also book which struggles with the big questions like, Why? and What is the Point? And especially the questions: Why? And What is the point? in the face of the seeming truth that: “All the labor of all the ages, all the devotion, all the inspiration, all the noonday brightness of human genius, are destined to extinction…” The philosophical giant Bertrand Russell made that statement and it’s quoted by Kalman  right up front.  Truth be told, I don’t know how Bertrand Russell goes on to respond. But I do know how Kalman does: with the concrete and often poignant beauty of every day life. “Yes,” she seems to say: it is true that death is real, and that all things in this world are transient and fleeting. AND, at the same time, it is true that I exist, and that I am surrounded by people and creatures and things which also exist, and that the beauty of all this – beauty that is both heartbreaking and sustaining -- is so great that I have no chance of ever exhausting it.  The more beauty Kalman sees, in other words, the more she finds to see – and as a result, there is always more to discover, there is always enough. 

So it is that when Kalman feels afraid or discouraged or angry, she takes a walk and soon discovers – what? An abandoned sofa blooming on the sidewalk, perhaps, or a bright green packing label with a giant number 6 on the front, or a crumpled old hat on a stranger named Rudolph, or a shiny candy bar wrapper, or a pigeon, and before she even knows its happening her malaise dissolves into a great misting bath of delight and gratitude for what is. 
This is really why I love The Principles of Uncertainty, and why I read it a lot, too, especially when I’m feeling tired or worn or filled with fear or with anger.  When I pulled it off the shelf and hauled it to my bed last week, it fell open to a page I’ve never paid much attention to before.  On it was an image of a white dress hanging up against a wall, embroidered with a few words from a Bach Cantata: The words were “ich habe genug” which Kalman explains she once thought meant: I’ve had enough, (as in “I’ve had it, I can’t take anymore”) but which she later learned meant: “I have enough.” 
‘I’ve had enough!’ and ‘I have enough’.  Just a tense change really, but what an enormous difference it makes!  ‘I’ve had enough’ -- anger, frustration, exhaustion, despair. And ‘I have enough’ -- peace, calm, gratitude, joy.

I mention all this today because I can’t help thinking that this transformation, this shift from ‘I’ve had enough!’ To ‘I have enough’ is precisely what Jesus did for Cleopas and his friend on the road to Emmaus that day – and what he would later do for each of his disciples, and what he continues to do for each one of us today, of course, if only we are open to it: he takes our exhausted, frightened, worn-thin-to-the-bone “I’ve had enough!” and transforms it into peaceful gratitude: “I have enough.” And he does it, for the most part, through the beauty, which is to say the often heart rending reality, of the people and places and things of this world: a platterful of cupcakes for Mother’s Day, perhaps, or an elderly lady struggling down the sidewalk -- or a basket of bread and a beaker full of wine.
I mean think of it:  at the beginning of our gospel story today, the two disciples are fleeing Jerusalem and by the end, they’ve turned literally 180 degrees and  are hurrying back towards the city, and their lives, and the work God had given them to do as well.  Another way of saying this is that at the beginning of our reading Cleopas and his companion are practically crushed by their own seemingly indisputable encounter with life’s ultimate finitude. Their teacher was dead. And not only that, their teacher had been dead for three days.  All hope was lost. Death had won. Bertrand Russell was right. Listen to the words again, they describe just how the two of them must have been feeling three day’s after Jesus’ death:  “All the labor of all the ages, all the devotion, all the inspiration, all the noonday brightness of human genius, are destined to extinction…” 
But then something happened, or a series of things happened, more accurately.  First, and despite the fact that they were running away, willfully separating themselves from both God and their community, the text tells us that Jesus himself came near and went with them.  He does this silently at first, did you notice that? He just joins them and listens, unobtrusively, almost invisibly, companioning them on the way. Next, he asks them a couple of questions about how they are and what’s pre-occupying them, and only then does he address their big questions (‘Why?’ and ‘What is the point?’ basically) with big answers, talking to them about Scripture, explaining it to them, opening their eyes to the reality of the words they already knew so well of course.  And this is helpful, it seems.  At least a bit.  Later Cleopas and his friend agree that the stranger’s words on the road made their “hearts burn” -- but not brightly enough to burn through their fear and disappointment altogether.  Jesus the man, their teacher and their Lord, remains dead to them until much later – until after their hearts and eyes have been opened enough to actually see the stranger in all his reality and welcome him into their home.
In fact, it is only when the risen Christ turns at last to the stuff of this world – to the bread and the wine -- that they recognize him; and themselves as well. The fact is that God chose to become human, to become incarnate -- literally of the flesh -- precisely to show us in ways that we can see, and touch, and taste, and smell that:  1.) Nothing is too every day, or too small, or too unimportant to be a purveyor of the glory of God which is love…not even ourselves, not even hastily baked bread for a couple of impoverished run-aways, or the cheap wine that must have accompanied it.  And 2.) That while death is real, it is not the end.  It is not the end because the beauty that is lodged in each and every one of us, those whom we love and those whom we despise, those who are strong and visibly successful and those who are frail and broken and maybe even in despair – the beauty that is lodged in each and every person and each and every creature that creeps and crawls upon the face of this earth as Genesis puts it -- that beauty belongs to the eternal, which is God.
“ I am in my father and you are in me just as I am in you,” Jesus tells us in the Gospel of John. And he tells us again here through the blessing and the breaking of bread, both in the gospel reading and at the altar in a few minutes as well.  He is the bread of life, Jesus tells us over and over again.  And because we are in him and he in us, so are we.   
St. Augustine certainly understood this: “Behold what you are!”  he said of the Eucharist. “Behold what you are.” To which we reply: “May we become what we receive” which really only means, ‘May we dare see the truth of what Christ tried so hard to teach us, through his life and his death and resurrection as well of course. But most clearly perhaps through this unextraordinary action of breaking and sharing a simple loaf of bread: that we are one with him and he with us – already and always, united through the Spirit not only to Him who birthed us, but to everyone and everything in this world as well.  We are one, because, in the end, and at our core, we are what He is.   
This understanding, I think, came so strongly to Cleopas and his friend over supper, that even in the face of the kind of pain and fear and very real horror they were engulfed by, it was enough to turn their lives around.  They lost him, they thought, and then, through the breaking of bread, they found him – only to lose him again…but not really.  He vanishes from them a second time, true enough, and the text doesn’t shrink from this reality either: “Their eyes were opened and they recognized him and he vanished from their sight” we are told.  But something has happened between the horror of the first losing and the liberation of the second: their fear has gone, their frustration has lifted, and their disappointment vanished. Their “I’ve had enough, as in “I’ve had it, I can’t take anymore!” in other words, has been transformed into “I have enough.”   How? Because they have finally learned that they carry Christ within them. And because they have seen with their own eyes, and known with their own hearts, how a stranger --  a man, apparently just like themselves, can be the Risen Christ, and so too a piece of bread, and sip of wine, and who knows how many other moments and people and creatures and things... “When I am raised to life again, you will know that I am in my Father, and you are in me, and I am in you.” Jesus told them. And so it really was, they saw.  And of course this was enough!  Not only to go on. But  to thrive.  To offer encouragement and peace to others in trouble. To bring joy, even, to a world so desperately in need of it.  
And what was true for Cleopas and his friend, and Peter and Mary and Thomas and the rest remains true for us here today as well --  even when our own fear or disappointment or exhaustion prevent us from being able to see it. 
Some of us gathered here today are in good health -- and some of us are not.  Some of us have work that is fulfilling and that pays the bills and some of us do not. Some of us have families we love and support and which love and support us and, frankly, even today on mother’s day, some of us do not.  Some of us are exhausted.  Some of us are frightened.  Some of us are not even sure if we’ll be able to keep going this way much longer.  But we are all of us – each one of us -- alive today.  And so we are all of us -- each one of us -- surrounded by the unimaginable abundance of God’s love. And it’s given to us freely too, here in church and also through every single manifestation of beauty -- both broken and whole -- in the world as well: through blossom, and pouring rain; through the pink velvet ribbon in a little girl’s hair and the bruised and broken face of an elderly alcoholic. Through the dazzling fact of a tree.  Through a crazy dessert in a downtown store window that makes your mouth water; through moss, and the single abandoned vase at the dump, and tulips, and the crooked old man in the top hat, and the young girl with the crazy hair due and giant hot dogs and the red footed pigeon that Maira Kalman so celebrates. All of it, all of it is in us as we are in Him.  Because all of it IS, the way God IS. And IS-ness never dies, and IS-ness never fades, and IS-ness, whenever it is seen, never fails to be enough.  
All we need then are the eyes to see -- which we can we pray for.  At any moment of any day – especially those when we feel isolated, or too heavily burdened, or angry, or afraid -- we can stop whatever we are doing and pray to become more open to both the beauty but to the sanctity of everything that surrounds us. Open our hearts, Lord. Open our eyes to your love in that tree, or that breeze, or that stranger, or the way that young boy over there swings his mitt on the way to his baseball game, we can pray.  And you know what will happen? In moments even our most desperate or adamant or justified “I’ve had enoughs!” will begin to soften as they are touched with the deeper reality that right now,  I am alive, and I am surrounded by life,  and I have enough.  
I have enough.  I have enough. Because it’s true.  Because we do.










----Amen 
* * *
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