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Transforming Connections at 2 or 3 Miles Per Hour
INTRODUCTION - What a story!

There is so much in this story of Cleopas and his friend walking from Jerusalem to Emmaus on that first Easter Sunday, and Jesus coming alongside of them, that I bet I could preach four or five different sermons on it.  But I was taught in seminary not to do that during one sermon.  

So today I am going to focus on the transformative things that can happen when we go for a walk with someone.

SITUATION - A memorable, life-changing walk?

I would like to pause for a few seconds and ask you to think about this:  Has there been a time in your life when you had a memorable walk, hike, or trek - one that changed your life?             (Give them time)

I can think of a number of such occasions in my own life.  Here’s an example:  On July 4, 1986, I joined two acquaintances and climbed four peaks in Rocky Mountain National Park, jumped into the highest lake in Rocky Mountain National Park that day, and then - after showering and eating dinner - I drove over Trail Ridge Road, pulled over on US 40 in an incredible lightning storm, and then continued on to Steamboat Springs, where I met a group of people, including my best friend from law school.  That was a memorable day.

But it was not as memorable as the next morning, when I did a short walk with 7 or 8 people (some of whom I just met for the first time the night before), and spent almost all of that walk talking to a woman named Julia, who asked great questions and just had a way about her.  That walk led to a first date, and then another, and four months after that first walk, we were engaged.  Just over a year after that walk, we were married.

What I did on July 4, 1986 felt like an accomplishment.  On July 5, 1986, I took a short walk that changed my life forever.

That is what happened to Cleopas and his friend back in the year 30 C.E. or so.  Depending on where Emmaus was, they either walked 7 or 20 miles from Jerusalem, talking about the last few days.  That period included witnessing Jesus’ arrest and crucifixion, and culminated that morning with the women and some of the other disciples finding an empty tomb, with the women encountering angels who said that Jesus was alive.

So Cleopas and his friend decided to go for a walk - a rather lengthy walk.  And on the way a stranger came up alongside them and began to ask questions.  What a walk!  It included getting lost in conversation with a special friend, feeling their deep sadness, being part of the most amazing Bible study that anyone has ever been apart of in all of history, an offer of hospitality when they got to Emmaus, the guest taking the bread, blessing it, breaking it, and giving it to them, and - in those familiar motions - their eyes being opened and recognizing Jesus.  Then Jesus just-as-suddenly vanished from their sight.  

Their walk then doubled in length when they decided to return to Jerusalem and tell the other disciples what had happened to them.  In the process of this walk, their hearts went from being “slow of heart to believe all that the prophets... declared” - Jesus’ words to them - to “burning within [them]” - their own words to each other.

Now I know that something life-changing can happen through a conversation on a road trip in your car, or through a conversation with a stranger on an airplane, or even online.  But there is also something different about going out with another person and traveling at 2 or 3 mph, where you put the other things of life “on hold” and are just with another person or two.  This is a fertile ground for growth, for transformation, for making friends or deepening a friendship.  And, as today’s story reminds us, it’s a perfect setting for the uninvited Christ to enter into.

COMPLICATION - Too busy to walk?

I heard a little story on NPR a few days ago about the latest research on status in our country.  You know what the big status symbol is now... what conveys how important someone is?  I’ll give you a hint - it’s not money.  It’s how busy you are.  Evidently, if you are really busy, that conveys to others how important you are.

The thing is, we can miss opportunities to connect with others - much less God - if we are going through life at 65 mph or at the speed of the internet.  (Do you notice that internet providers are always talking about how fast their service is?)

But here in church today... we’re being reminded of the power of connection that can happen when you go through life at 2 or 3 mph, allowing yourself to hear the meadowlarks or the hawks or the sparrows... allowing yourself time to talk to - and listen to! - your partner or your best friend or you co-worker... allowing yourself the space to wonder about the big questions like life, death, purpose, dreams, love, God, and connection.

GOOD NEWS

Look at all that happened on this walk to Emmaus.  The risen Jesus showed up, and their whole view of death changed forever.  Not only that, their lives changed forever.  And it was all set in motion because they chose to go on a walk!

You know that there are people on planet Earth who have no choice but to walk.  There are many ways that we would say that their lives are much more difficult than ours.  They have to walk to get water every day.  They have to walk to work or walk to school or walk to the medical clinic or walk to church.  It may also be true that these folks have an advantage over us, because they are not rushing.  They are more apt to stop and chat with the person they encounter on the road or path.  They are more apt to be first-hand observers of how bananas grow on a banana tree, or to see chicks being gathered up and disappearing under their mother’s wings.  They are more apt to have natural prayer of meditation time outside, where they ponder the presence and blessings of God.  They are more apt to know what weather is coming by paying attention to the sky, rather than their phones.

Are you and I are too busy to go for a walk?  If we are, then our standard of living - however the experts may want to measure it - has taken a big hit.

NEW BEHAVIOR - Jonathan Stalls

Last summer, through someone that my wife knew, Julia and I met Jonathan Stalls, who felt inspired to walk across the country in 2011 with his dog (from Delaware to San Francisco).  Jonathan had such a profound experienced in walking and meeting people along the way that - after he returned to Denver - he ended up starting a non-profit cooperative called Walk2Connect.  There are now walking groups all over the metro area, including Arvada, Westminster, Denver, Boulder, Broomfield, Aurora, etc.  These Walk2Connect groups facilitate many good things:  good health, making connections with other people who like to walk, slowing down, and becoming more aware of how our neighborhoods are or are not set up for pedestrians.

I am going into Denver this Thursday to join a Walk2Connect group walk that pauses briefly at Street Fraternity, a non-profit that supports teen boys and young men build connections and better lives in an East Colfax neighborhood.  I also plan to join a group in the near future that walks in Arvada.

What about you?  As the warmer weather arrives, perhaps this is the perfect time for you to join a group of walkers in your neighborhood.  What might be your Emmaus experience?  How might your life be changed... how might you encounter the living Christ - because you opted to travel somewhere at 2-3 mph?

CONCLUSION

When Cleopas and his friend set off that day for Emmaus, all they knew was that it was time for a walk... time for some conversation and companionship.  And look what happened!

What walk will you take with someone else this week, and what might happen?  Well, you won’t know... until you go!

