St Mary of the Angels   Sunday  Easter III A  4/23/23
Acts 2:14, 22-33;  Peter ! 1:17-21;  Luke 24:13-35

My Brothers and Sisters,

St. Luke tells many beautiful stories, but today’s story may be the most beautiful of all. It is a story that begins in confusion and sadness as two disciples move away from Jerusalem, and ends in great joy – resurrection joy – with their return.

When reflecting on the Gospel, what stood out for me most were the words of these two travelers when talking to the stranger on the road.  They said to him: “But we were hoping…”  “we were hoping.” They were hoping that Jesus would be the triumphant redeemer of Israel. In their eyes, Jesus had failed.  Their dream was shattered; their hope taken away.  They did not realize that God had a much bigger dream and a far different plan, a plan that embraced powerlessness rather than power.
On Friday, my community buried Tom Stegman, former Jesuit dean of the BCSTM, a well-loved teacher, scholar, author and a wonderful human being – a good friend.  He died at the young age of 60 after struggling with glioblastoma for the past three and a half years.

As soon as he was diagnosed with this cancer, we prayed every single day at Mass to God through the intercession of Fr. Walter Ciszek for a miracle.  Fr. Ciszek was a holy Jesuit who spend 27 years of suffering in Russia, mostly in the Gulags of Siberia. For some time, people have been advocating for his canonization.  It would have been a wonderful win-win situation if the miracle occurred. Tom would have been cured to carry on his great work and Walter Ciszek canonized a saint! 

We were praying and we were hoping, but that was not God’s plan.  Friday, we bid farewell to Tom.
When Pope Francis was elected pope ten years ago and we saw his warm, welcoming presence and his desire for a people’s church, a poor church for a poor people, we were hoping that those who had been scarred by the Church sexual abuse crisis and those scarred by a too-dominating hierarchical Church would be drawn to return and find their home in the Church again.
We were hoping, we were hoping, -- but it seems that few have returned and, even worse, our Church is more divided than ever.

And now that the Covid pandemic has been waning, we were hoping that all our parishioners would have returned to SMA, that we could receive Eucharist under both species again, that we could gather around the alter and, again, embrace warmly at the sign of peace.

We were hoping, -- we are hoping, but it seems that that time has not yet come.

So, what is today’s Gospel story telling us about expectations and unfulfilled hopes and disappointments?
I note four lessons:

First. Though people walk away because God or Church seem to have failed them, Jesus, like the Hound of Heaven, pursues them and walks with them even when they do not see or recognize Him.  Those two disciples were not walking TO Emmaus; they were escaping FROM Jerusalem.  They were leaving the community. Jesus helped them to find their way home.
Second. It helps if our conversation is about God and the things of God.  It was easy for Jesus to break into the conversation of these two disciples. They were talking about Him! But, spending so much time on internet, face-time, social media, the news, etc. is not so conducive for Jesus to find an entry point. But, remember: the Spirit of Jesus is always beside us.  Like the two disciples, we need only turn to engage Him.

Third.  Though we may not like it, the cross is a necessary part of the journey.  Jesus asked the two disciples, “Was it not necessary that the Christ should suffer these things and enter into his glory?”   “Was it not necessary…?”  This is more of a declaration than a question. Is it not necessary for a follower of Jesus Christ to take up the crosses of one’s life journey and carry them for Jesus’ ongoing redeeming work?  Jesus has never promised us comfort, but He does promise us peace, a peace which the world cannot give, a peace in the midst of suffering.
Fourth.  The disciples recognized Jesus in the breaking of the bread.  Jesus was sharing with them his body and blood.  It was a Eucharistic meal. It gave them so much energy and joy that they rushed back those seven miles to Jerusalem to announce the good news.  As we receive the Eucharist in our Sunday Mass, are we so energized to share the good news of our faith with those we meet? 

Two disciples made that journey to Emmaus.  Cleopas was one of them.  We are invited to be the other unnamed one.  Liturgically, we make the Emmaus journey each Sunday as we listen to the Word of God and share in his Body of the Eucharist, and return to our homes, our communities.

Lastly,
When we place ourselves in God’s great dream,

When we trust God’s way which is not always our way, 
When we yield to God’s vast wisdom and love,

Then, we can be sure that our hopes will be met, because they will not just be our hopes, but God’s hope as well. 
And, in God’s hope is our joy.

                                                                Kenneth J. Hughes, SJ

                                                                Brighton, Mass. 4/23/23

