Christ, Present but Unrecognized

A sertnon by Ted Atkinson, Minister, Oxford Presbuterian Chureh, Oxford, P4 o Easter 3, April 23,
B‘Bf Scz-iure Lessons: Acts 2:14a,36-47; 1 Peter 1:17-2%; Luke 24:13-35,

In the Name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit. Amen.
i« some of you may remember the words of the Soviet Cosmansut, Yuri
Gargarin, when he returned from the first orbital flight back in the early
60s. He said something like, "['ve look &1 over the heavens but | didr't ses
God anywhere.” | remember how preachers paunced upon that quotation to
undertine the godlessness of cammunism. Many peaple, 1ike Gargarin, can
walk through this world without ever seeing signs of God. Msny people
dor't recognize the presence of Christ in the world simply becsuse they
don't went to, or because their rmaterialistic world-view and values just
woi't tet them.
Z. Then there are others, often Christisns, whodon't-recogniz ethg——"""
p;'ez;ence of Christ in the world because they've relegated Christ to the
privete and religious spheres of their lives. They see Christ, perhaps, on
church oh Sunday end in stained glass windows but they dor't see, nor do
they want to see Christ, in the factory or school or in what's going on in
South Africa or Europe or Oxford. They don't walk or talk with Christ
therefore they don't recognize his presence. They don't feel his presence
because they've removed themselves from where he iz in the world.
3. But there's & third category of person who's a Christian, who walks and
talks with Christ, and yet is rarely sware of the presence of Christ. Our
Gospel lesson describes just that kind of person.

It's late afternoon on the first Easter Sunday. Two disciples are
walking to the town of Emmaus about seven miles from Jerusalem. They're
deeply distressed, depressed about recent happenings. The Risen Christ

draws near and goes with them but their eyes were kept from recognizing



.

hirm. They beqin to talk with the Risen Christ unaware of who he is.
They're walking and talking with the Risen Christ but they don't recognize
him. They don't feel Ehe presence of the Rizen Christ. In fact, far from
feeling his presence, ei.',’rgc:tuallg gware of his absence.

Mow this is a strange situation but | don't believe it's really that
uncomrnon. | believe that many men and women who walk and talk with
Christ don't feel his presence. They simply aren’t given to religious kinds
of experiences. These men and women often become depressed. They

wonder if they're even Christians. Theyre-asmazed-when they hear fellow

Christians angels. Other Christians speak of how real
and present the Risen Christ is to them and these poor souls who trust in
Christ, but who don't feel the presence of Christ, think, "Can | be a
Christian? Why don't / have these religious experiences?”

There may be more than a few of you here this morning who're Tike this
You walk with Christ. By that | mean you want to obey Christ in your
everyday life. Your faith in Christ affects your life at home and at wark.
And you talk with Christ. By that | mean that you pray. Maybe you don't
pray long, fancy prayers. Maybe you wouldn't dare pray in public.
Mevertheless you pray. There may be many times throughout the day when
you find yourself saying a short prayer, "Lord, thank you for this beautiful
scenery.” "Lord, thank you for this beautiful weather.” "Lord, thank you for
giving me strength to do what was right.” Your prayers may not even be
vocalized, nevertheless your attitude and desires speak of your desire to
cammune with the Lord. You walk and talk with Christ but you don't feel
his presence. In fact, you often feel Christ is absence, terribly absent
from your life.

St. Luke says of the two on the road to Emmaus that "their eyes were
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kept from recognizing him." In other wards, it's not their fault thet they
don't recagnize or feel the presence of Christ. They're not like the Soviet
cosrnanaut who didn't see God because he didn't believe. They're not like
the discbhedient Christian who has remaved himself or kerself fram
Christ's will and therefore doesn't feel his presence. 1t's Christ whao keeps
their eyes from recognizing kim.

Many rmen ard wornen who trust in Chiist snd yet who rarely feel his
presence feel quilty because of their lack of felt experience. If they can't
manage to see Christ, it must be their faull. Maybe they haven't prayed
encugft. Maybe they don't resd the Bible enough. Maybe they should go to
rmore religious meetings. And so they feel guilty. And yet St Luke tells us
that it wasn't the fault of these two an the road to Emmeus that they ,
didn't recognize the presence of Christ. It was Christ, Christs-ownsel,~ = ———-. -
whi kept t‘hem- fra rﬁ réca grizing him.

But you say, "Jesus kept their eyes from recognizing him because they
were foolish and slow of heart to believe. If pecple simply trust in Christ
and believe the Bible they'll feel the presence of Christ. And if they don't
Teel Christ's presence it's because they're not walking closely with
Chtist”

b simply don't believe that's always true. These two an the road to
Emmaus were o more feolish ar slow of heart to believe than anyone else.
Mone of the disciples were quick of heart to believe in the Risen Christ and
none of us are either. They all forsook Christ and fled. MNone of therm
readily believed the news af the resurrection. They all were foolish and
glaw of heart Lo believe,

Mot only that but there sre s mumber of stories in the Bible which tel)

af peaple who trust in the Lord and get aren't aware of God's presence.
T
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Think of Jacob in the 01d Testament who woke up from a strange dream one

rmorning in the wilderness and said, "Surely the Lord is in this place and |
did not know 14" Or think of Mary Magdslene in the garden alone on that
first Easter morning. She loved Christ and Christ was present but she
didn't recognize him. She mistook him for the gardener. Or think again of

the story of the last judgrnert in the Gospel of Matthew. Jesus says that

vwhen the Son of Man returns he'll divide the nations into two qQroups.
Thoze wha ministered ta Christ and those who didn't. Those who
miristered to Christ are unaware that they did snything for him. They fed
the hungry, clothed the naked, visited prisoners, houzsed the homeless and
yet theg were unaware that it was Christ to whom they were ministering,
They walked and talked with Christ and yet we completely unaware of his

precsence e e e e

- - -

Now ! hnd K fr‘ﬁnqe zart af mmfmi inall thiz. Maybe when we dar't
fast raged 1~

feel the presence of Christ, the Lord is closer than we realized Maybe if
yau are ane who often feels, nat the presence of God, but the absence nf
Hod, there may be the experience of his presence - as Paul Tillich points
aut--"in the ernpty space that cries out to be filled by him” {zee Steimle,
God the Stranger),

And yet before the story of the two disciples on the road to Emmaus is
aver the Risen Christ does for one brief moment open their eyes 1
recognize himself. "when he was at table with them, he took the bresd snd
blessed and broke it and gvae it to them. And their eyes were opened and
they recognized hirm."

For the early church there's 1ittle question that this pointed to the
experience of the 1iving Christ in the Sacrament of Holy Communion. The
garly Christiang were asswred of the presence of Christ not on the besis of
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religicus experiences or feelings but on the basis of his hidden presence in
the sacrament of Holy Comrmunion. That's why the esly Chriztians
celebrated the Sacrament weekly and even deily. Ina world in which they
experienced so much of the abzence of Christ, here, in the Sacrament, they
were assured of his presence even when they didn't feel it

Eut no sooner had Jesus revealed himself in the bresking of the bread,
he dissppesred again. Once more they became aware of his absence. But
now they were filled with jou. They knew he was alive aven whern they
could not see hira. They knew he was present with them, even when they
did not feel his presence.

And to you who are like the dizciples on the road to Emmaus, whi walk

and talk with the Lord but rarely feel his presence | very ruch want yau Lo

be encouraged by this story. Continug to walk with Christ. Continuedoo. .. — == -
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talk with Christ in prayer even when you don't feel Christ's presence.
Chrizt is present even when we don't feel his presence. Hiz presence in no
woy iz dependent on our feelings. He is with us always, even when we
dor't feel him... perhaps especiadfy when we don't Teel his presence.

Let us pray: 0 God, whose blessed Sor made himself known to hiz disciples in the breaking of
bresd: Dpen the eyes of our faith, that we may behiold him in all bis redeeming work; who lives and

reigrs with you, in the unity of the Holy Spirit, ane God, now and for ever. Amen,
Ebzd
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