
In the ordinary and in the unexpected

Good Morning

You may have heard this story; it connects me with that first Easter evening when two disciples on 
the road from Jerusalem to Emmaus encounter a stranger, and my guess is many of you will have 
sympathy with the central character.  It happened over seventy years ago; the great conductor and 
musician, Sir Thomas Beecham was shopping in Fortnum and Mason, then and now a very 
upmarket food store in London.  He saw there a lady he knew he ought to know; she greeted him.  
Who on earth was she?  (Having been in similar situations, I know just how he felt!)  Beecham 
used all his subtlety (for which he was not well known) to get a clue as to who she was.  He asked 
after her family - they were well.  'Is your husband keeping well?'  'Yes, thank you.'  Pause!  In 
desperation he asked, 'What's he doing now?'  'Oh’, she replied, ‘he's still the King.'  

These weeks after Easter are called the great forty days; they span Easter to Ascension.  I return to 
that centre and core of our faith, the Resurrection.  I am fascinated by the question 'What 
happened’, but I know that the factual answer to that question is lost for ever.  I do not mind 
because the important questions have to do with today and not yesterday.  

The point of telling the Beecham story is that it has a striking resemblance to a whole series of the 
events of the great 40 days, namely the way in which in the Gospels, Christ is not recognised after 
the Resurrection.  The disciples were uncertain; one morning, even when they came to shore with 
the great catch of fish, they dared not ask if this stranger, preparing breakfast, was the Lord.  

More understandable is the account of the two disciples walking to Emmaus.  It was the Day of 
Resurrection and yet as they talked with this stranger for much of the 8 miles of the journey from 
Jerusalem; the stranger speaking about Moses and the prophets; they did not recognise him.  Even 
earlier, Mary Magdalene, she who loved so much and lost so much, thought he was the gardener; 
the disciples, locked in the upper room, would not believe until they had seen the marks of nails in 
his hands and feet.

Easter Day was a day for trumpets and not for argument; there was no reasoning; no discussion 
about whether the death of Jesus meant anything; there was amazement; there was emotion; there 
was turmoil in minds of the disciples.  Excitement fades: you are left asking ‘what is it all about?’    
Why, for instance, if Jesus suffered for us, do we still suffer; like Christ himself you might not ask, 
'why does God permit this' but ask, ‘God where are you’, ‘why have you forsaken me?'  Where was 
God in Gethsemane?  Where was God at the Holocaust?  Where is God now in a Coronavirus 
world; where is God when you need God?
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It seems clear the face of suffering is balanced with the cry for God’s companionship; pleads with 
God who is helpless; knows God also suffers, carries our grief.  There is another issue we 
sometimes suppress; if you are a victim, what about the perpetrators; the women or men of 
violence.  Can they be forgiven and have life in its fullness?  Lurking somewhere may even be the 
question of whether life is worth living; what may you hope for?  For many these are real 
questions.

The Christian begins with the resurrection.  What shattered faith, was crucifixion; the unthinkable 
had happened; Jesus, cruelly done to death in a terrible way.  For the Disciples you notice that it is 
the Cross that has pride of place, not resurrection; always the cross; sometimes prominent; 
sometimes hidden.  From the Day of Resurrection the Disciples becoming strong in different ways: 
there was difficulty, argument, failure; that is true to this day.  Sometimes you become weary.  

All of you have difficulty in recognising Christ.  On Easter Day, for the disciples, he was the same, 
and yet not the same Jesus.  What confusion; but continuity too; Mary recognised the voice; she 
knew: the two on the road to Emmaus saw how he broke bread; they knew; the disciples saw the 
marks of the nails; and knew.  It raises the question I am often asked, ‘You talk of resurrection but 
what do you really mean?'  St Paul said, you can only ‘see in a mirror, dimly’ (1 Corinthians 13.12), 
or as others say, through the glass darkly: actually, that is the truth.  It is possible, in the life of faith, 
and on the evidence we have, to believe.  The life you lead beyond the grave must be fundamentally 
different from the one you lead now.  In a year when death has stalked the world and people are 
gripped with fear; when mourning and loss are felt across families and communities, the Christian 
says, ‘death has lost its sting’; ‘death does not have the last word’.

You demand certainties in a material age; ours is an age of doubt and unbelief.  A Christian knows 
St Paul has strong things to say about the nature of the resurrection body; not least, that we 
cannot say with certainty what is yet to be.

There is warning and there is hope for you today from the Emmaus story which you can read in 
the Gospel of Luke chapter 24, verses 13 to 35.  The disciples did not know because they were not 
looking - they did not expect Jesus.  Neither do you - do you?  In your imagination you might 
expect to see him in some breath-taking miracle, some extraordinary light in the sky, some 
wondrous sight.  You imagine that when God appears, there will be no mistake.  It may be like that - 
I do not know; the evidence of the great 40 days tells it differently.  

The account of those 40 days says you must look for Jesus.  Look in different and unexpected 
places; begin where you find love; continue to look in the ‘ordinary’; expect to touch our Lord in 
unexpected ways.  At first, the disciples did not understand their beloved Jesus was with them again 
- in the garden, on the road, in the room, at a meal after work.  When they did, there was a new 
light, in their eyes; a new lightness, in their step; a new love, in their heart.  When you recognise the 
risen Christ - in the ordinary and in the unexpected - that is what happens, a new lightness, a new 
step, a new love; it really does.  

When Christ comes, life is never the same again.  

Thank you for listening 



Prayer

Let us pray to the one God, Creator, Word and Spirit,
that our lives may bear witness to our hope.

Thanks be to you, 
our Lord Jesus Christ, 
the risen Christ,
for all the benefits which you have given us, 
for all the pains and insults which you have borne for us. 
Most merciful Redeemer, 
Friend and Brother, 
may we know you more clearly, 
love you more dearly, and 
follow you more nearly, 
day by day.  
Amen.


