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From the Office of Evening Prayer:

Lord Jesus, stay with us, for evening is at hand, and the day is past.   Be our companion in the way; kindle our hearts, and awaken hope, that we may know you as you are revealed in Scripture and the breaking of bread.  Grant this for the sake of your love.  Amen.

It was April in the year 29 of the Common Era:

They had reached the breaking point, and could bear no more.  They had journeyed with him, sometimes welcomed into people’s homes, and other times, turned away.  In those three, short years they had seen how his words stirred the hearts and souls of people; they had seen successes and failures, in almost equal proportion.  He had taught them to hope; they had dared to look at the mountain-top, and they had embraced the promise of the kingdom.  “Hosanna!”, they had cried, with so many others, just one week ago.  And now, he was dead at the hands of violent men who wanted this rabble-rousing troublemaker consigned first to history, and then to oblivion.  Cleopas and his companion had shared Jesus’ dream, but the dream had ended abruptly, covered in blood.  The promise was void, the journey ended.  Sorrow at the loss, and anger at the false promises that centered on that one man now converged.  He had a dream, and it was gone; now they were going, too.
It was April in the year 1968 of the Common Era:

Crowds gathered, everywhere he went:  Selma, Montgomery; outside a Birmingham jail, and now, Memphis.  They had seen how his words stirred the hearts and souls of people, challenging them to look for the God dwelling inside  people of every race and creed.  There had been successes and failures; steps forward and many setbacks.  He had pointed them toward the mountain-top, giving them the vision, yet grounding them in the harsh reality and responsibility of toiling at the foot of the mountain.  He had a dream, and they had a dream:  now that dream had become a nightmare, quashed, covered in blood.  Martin was dead at the hands of violent men who viewed the mountain-top as theirs alone, for “people like them”.  And after the initial shock, the screaming, the wailing, some of those who had come to Memphis with him turned away, preparing to leave the city.  He had a dream, and it was gone, and they were going, too.
Two parallel scenarios that converge this week:  Luke’s familiar recounting of two disciples leaving Jerusalem in the post-crucifixion furor; and just two days ago, the 40th anniversary of the assassination of Martin Luther King, Jr.  It seems unbelievable that a full four decades have elapsed since that shooting at a Memphis motel that resulted in riots in over 100 American cities, and forced a nation to look at the cost of hatred, becoming a catalyst to make our country—indeed, our world—recognize the pervasive, insistent, and often covert nature of racial and ethnic prejudice in “the land of the free”.

Those two incidents, one from Luke’s gospel, and one from recent history, have been dancing together in my mind this week, because each one raises the troubling question:  What do we do when everything on which we have pinned our hopes is gone?  When we have clung to a belief, or a person, so tightly; when we have believed, so completely, that this path or this person will take us to where we are meant to be and doesn’t; when our emotional and spiritual contentment comes to an abrupt end, how do we go on?

It’s that question with which Cleopas and his compatriot had to grapple.  We all know that the story has a happy and fulfilling ending:  Jesus breaks bread, they recognize him in that common action, and he disappears.  Then, with their spirits not merely renewed but pulsating, the two who had languished in despair and hopelessness return to Jerusalem, to the “scene of the crime”, not even waiting for the safety of the morning light.  Upon their return, they are greeted with the news that it is not only those unreliable women who have experienced Jesus as risen from the dead, but those always-dependable eleven males have pronounced it true.
A happy ending; not such a happy beginning, however.  That despair, the sense of dashed hopes, of feeling oneself paralyzed and crippled, is real and raw.  It is also germane to the human condition, because most of us have felt, or will feel, the great cloud of despondency when Jesus and the kingdom seem so very far away—more vaguely theoretical than persuasively theological, at times approaching the category of myth or fairy-tale.  

A good friend of mine, an African-American active in the Civil Rights movement who worked with Coretta and Martin King and Malcolm X, once told me that it was impossible to measure the effect of Dr. King’s assassination on the black population of the United States.  In hearing Martin’s words, there was a  sense of having indeed seen the Promised Land, of experiencing the occasional whiff of milk and honey, but knowing that, like Joshua,  although it was a promised gift from God, a once-captive people still had to cross the Jordan and contend with hostile people whose gods manifested different beliefs and values.
According to my friend, when Dr. King was killed, the river between the people and the promise seemed to grow so much wider that some people couldn’t see across to the other shore.  While some were still willing to go down into the water, others turned away, believing that the dream was dead and the promise void; for them, the mountain-top seemed to sink into the ground with Martin.

Just as with Cleopas and company:  they knew what Jesus was planning—or so they thought.   They didn’t mind embracing the journey, because they were certain of the end result:  the kingdom, restored to Israel!  An end to foreign domination and the need to collaborate, compromise, or capitulate to outside forces.  A new era of prosperity for the Chosen People—each household with its own land, its own fig trees:  the first-century equivalent of forty acres and a mule.
They did have a dream, and it was gone.  It now rang so hollow and played out so false.  What was left?

What was left then, and what was left on that day after in 1968, was the same:  the promise of the Reign of God, revealed through the Christ who came not to be served, but to serve; the Christ who spoke openly of the pain that he must face, but who also told his followers that he would be with them always, to the end of the ages.  But if the Kingdom is the goal and the end result, the journey is equally important.

Those two disciples running off to Emmaus had forgotten the importance of the journey.  They were so focused on what they wished for Jesus to be and to do, that they refracted the beacon shining from God’s kingdom through the prism of their own game-plan.  Don’t we often do the same?  We are very clear on just how we wish God to act, what we want Jesus to do; we set the benchmarks and the litmus tests by which we measure God’s investment in us;  and when God’s actions do not measure up to our own expectations, our first thought is to turn and run:  to run from a difficult situation; and, in effect, to run from God.
God, of course, doesn’t usher in the Kingdom according to our plans and design.  God doesn’t re-chart the journey so that we may have an easier time believing in the promise.  God doesn’t construct a “sound-and-light” show on the mountain so  that only the top is visible and bright.  God is generally  more subtle, yet just as unwavering in his determination to make us see and believe that to live in the Kingdom is to continue the journey with Christ on Christ’s own terms, until the Promised Land is no longer across a river, but under our feet.

In a famous and moving speech, Martin Luther King declared, “I have a dream”; a glorious, yet profoundly challenging dream.   Jesus, too,  has a dream that he holds before us:  it is no “pipe-dream”, but God’s determined plan for the world:
*
It is a  dream  of a lion and lamb, an Israeli and a Palestinian, a black American and a white American, all breaking bread together without fear.
*
Jesus’ dream is for the people of the world to be as committed and determined to the waging of peace as we have been relentless in waging war.

*
 His dream is that the transfigured glory of the mountain-top be accessible to all people in all times and places, because each of us carries within ourselves the Spirit of God.
*
And Jesus’ dream is that we come to believe in the promise:  I am with you always, to the end of the ages.  It is that promise that keeps us on the journey; it is that promise that led two frightened men back to Jerusalem; and it is that promise that continues to sustain women and men of every age who look both to the mountain-top for inspiration, and to the Promised Land, where Christ bids them rest from their labors.
Amen.

