The story of the disciples on the road to Emmaus is a story about change wrapped up in a story of change.
  The pivotal change in human history, of Christ crucified into Christ resurrected; and the change of the disciples hearts, from hearts of despair and grief into burning, joyful hearts.  

The second Vatican council recognized that the celebration of the Eucharist is the source and summit of our faith.  John Paul II noted that the Paschal Mystery, the life, death and resurrection of Jesus Christ, which we commemorate in the Eucharist, is the pulsating heart at the center of our Catholic faith.  
The Eucharist epitomizes change in a number of ways:  the miraculous change of bread and wine into the Body and Blood of Christ, as well as the change of heart available to participants who are properly disposed.  The story of the disciples on the road to Emmaus speaks  of loss, presence, invitation, communion and mission, all elements of a positive, spiritual approach to change as well as the five main aspects of the Eucharistic celebration.  And while we are called to celebrate the Eucharist at least weekly, more importantly we are called to live a Eucharistic life, a life which reflects these elements of the Eucharist.  
Three major trends in the church today account for the present and future changes we have had and will continue to experience.  First, Catholics see less of a necessity for attending weekly Mass.  Generally speaking only a third of Catholics registered in a parish attends weekly Mass.  Second, Catholics are giving proportionately less of their income and wealth to the church.  In fact, the once very common practice of leaving money to the church in one’s will is now all but a thing of the past.  And finally, as we all know, there has been a drastic decline in the number of people choosing the priesthood or religious life.  This has fueled at least one positive consequence, providing properly formed lay people with the opportunity to live out their baptismal calling, by serving the church as non-ordained ministers.  
The changes which will emerge from these major trends, regardless of whether they are good or bad, are inevitable and we must plan for and adapt to them.  And even changes which initially appear to be bad may, with the passing of time, the action of the Holy Spirit and the benefit of perspective, turn out to be opportunities for growth and the occasion of great grace bestowed upon the church and its members.  So we will now consider the story of the disciples on the road to Emmaus, within the context of the Eucharist and living a Eucharistic life, as one means for coming to some measure of peace with the changes ahead for our church.
 Every change begins with some loss.  The Eucharist always begins with a cry for God’s mercy, and it is in the times of our loss and mourning when we pray this most fervently.  The Kyrie is not only a petition for relief, but also an accepting of responsibility.  This prayer must not only come from a heart in pain, but from a contrite heart as well.  A heart which says we are all responsible to some extent for the brokenness and loss we experience in this world.  It is the contrite heart, which is ready to receive God’s mercy.  

Our normal human response to loss is to build up walls of resentment around our vulnerable places.  Crying out for God’s mercy in the Eucharist, and accepting some measure of responsibility for these losses, can crack through those walls and present us with the opportunity to choose gratitude over resentments.  The mystery we celebrate in the Eucharist is that through our mourning, we can come in touch with this precious gift of life that we have been given. It is the changeability of life, for good or for bad, that makes it so precious, and calls us to live each moment for the gift that it truly is.
The disciples on the road to Emmaus had a good portion of loss & despair, but also a small measure of hope when they reported that the women had found the tomb empty.  This is how we approach the Eucharist, with a mixture of despair and hope.  Even though most of our childish hopes have long ago been crucified, there is still a yearning for love and unity that will not go away.  And now that we are older, we may despair over the possibility of being taken to places or circumstances where we do not wish to go, yet we must hang onto the hope that God is in the midst of our changes and that we will never be left to our struggle alone.
In order to turn our hearts away from paralyzing resentment, in the midst of loss and change, and toward gratitude, the disciples and us need a special companion.  Jesus comes into their presence, but they do not recognize him.  He listens to their tail of woe, but then begins to tell them a story, by revealing the meaning of the scriptures to them, and this begins to turn they despair into joy, their gloom into hope.  
He tells a story which puts their story into a much larger context.  Their story focused just on the horrendous events of the past three days, while Jesus’ story revealed how the past three days fit into the much larger story of God’s salvation plan for humanity.  As Jesus revealed the meaning of scripture to them, it called them far beyond the narrowness of their mind and heart.  The foolishness of which he accused them rested in the failure of their faith.  The disciples needed this special stranger to shake them out of their stupor of ignorance and faithlessness, so that they could see the hand of a loving God cradling them in this time of despair. 

In the Eucharist, we too have a stranger reveal the scripture to us, the priest or the deacon, or even the bishop, as we will experience later today.  And even though we might claim to know more about the reality of our lives than this stranger, are there not times when we do feel that burning within, the hope that the promises of Jesus in the scriptures might be fully realized in our lives?  
Every time we participate in the liturgy of the Word, we are walking with Jesus, although we don’t recognize him.  Through the reading of scripture and the homily which follows, we are pulled out of our sadness and loss and lifted to a place where we can recognize the true meaning of our lives and that to which we are called. The word of God joins our lives to the great story of God’s plan of salvation for humanity.  It lifts up our ordinary lives and makes them a sacred part of God’s promises.  And Jesus most sacred vow is that no matter how much change is going on in our lives or in the church; Jesus will be with us always, even to the end of time.  Without the word to lift us up, we can become small people, stuck in the complaints that emerge from our daily struggles, losses that come from change, and negative interactions with others.  Without the word to lift us up, all we can do is walk home sad, disillusioned, and dejected.  Without the word we remain little people with little concerns who live little lives and die little deaths.
The Word of God is meant to inflame and ignite our souls to passionately live out God’s will for our lives.  The Word of God is full of God’s presence.  The word transforms our souls, and it is this transformed soul which impels us into action and to see the promise even in seemingly hopeless changing circumstances.

If the disciples had not invited Jesus in, they would never have recognized him in the breaking of the bread.  They might not have even recognized the significance of his words earlier as they walked the road to Emmaus.  
Jesus never forces himself upon us; he waits to be invited in.  Although we might think of the Eucharist as Jesus inviting us to his table, we are also inviting him in as we join in the communion line.  We can choose to stay in our seats and not receive communion.

Without an invitation, which is the expression of our desire for a lasting relationship with Jesus, the good news that we have heard can never bear any lasting fruit.  It remains just words, among the many other words that bombard us throughout the day.  

When we invite Jesus in, we invite him behind the walls that we have built up between the world and ourselves.  This requires great trust, trust that can only come for someone who spoke the words which burned in our soul.  We invite him into all our emotional reactions born of the changes going on around us.

 The Eucharist is the most ordinary and the most divine gesture imaginable.  Take bread, bless it, break it and give it.  Very ordinary, and yet it reveals the truth about a God who came to serve and who wishes to have a relationship with us that is so intimate, that we become one in body, mind, and spirit.  And it is not just bread that we take inside of us, but the sacrifice of Christ on the cross, which becomes a part of our being.  Not only do recall the sacrifice of Christ at every Eucharistic celebration, but it is our lives which are offered up as a sacrifice as well, so that the sacrifices we are called to make when changes happen, however imperfect those sacrifices may be, are joined with Christ’s perfect sacrifice. 

Eucharist is recognition.  Recognition that God wishes to enter into communion with us and that we were built to enter into communion with God.  Our hearts yearn for this sense of belonging, yet most of us look for it elsewhere, in the approval of others, in the glamour of money and material things, in the physical beauty of people and nature.  And yet we can only find real belonging in this very unlikely place, in the simplicity of bread, blessed, broken and given.   

And this communion is not only a communion with God, but a communion with each other.  All of us who eat of the one bread, and drink of the one cup, become one as well.  We become community, a community of believers.  God living in us helps us to recognize God living in our fellow humans.  This recognition by the Christian community leads us to mission, because when we take Jesus’ body into our body, we also take on Jesus’ mission.   And mission is the final aspect of the Eucharist, and the story of the disciples on the road to Emmaus that we will consider.

When they recognized Jesus in the breaking of the bread, everything changed for the disciples in Emmaus.  Despair turned into wonderment and delight.  Those who walked with downcast faces now rush back to Jerusalem, in the middle of the night, with hearts burning with the sort of passion that can only come from God, on a mission to share the story with other believers or anyone who would listen.   Doubt has turned into faith, fear into courage.  

They face danger with courage.  First there was the danger of being on the road at night, and then there was the very real danger which remained in Jerusalem for the followers of Jesus, since he had just been executed three days before.  Yet the story gives us no indication of any hesitation or any thought 
given of the danger.  But the recognition of Jesus has filled them with a love which is so much stronger than the fear of death.

The Latin Mass concluded with the words “Ite Missa est,” which literally means, “Go, this is your mission.”  We fail to fully understand the purpose of the Eucharist if we see it as a ritual which is simply intended to make us feel better at the moment, but which has no implications for what we do when we leave the church.  It would be like the disciples in Emmaus, remaining in their homes after Jesus had disappeared, savoring all those good feelings, but keeping it to themselves.  Our mission, our ministry if you will, at the end of the Mass is to go and tell the good news, with hearts which are on fire with love for God.  Let all those in their hiding places know that there is nothing to be afraid of, that he is risen indeed and that he calls us to become a new people, a changed people of the resurrection.  

We often think of mission as giving.  But mission is also about receiving, just like the Emmaus disciples received from the apostles when they set out to give.  When we only give, and close ourselves off to receiving from those to whom we minister, we run the real risk of burnout if we don’t accept the spirit of the Lord from those we serve.  The giving and receiving in ministry is a circle of love with boundless potential.  

Once we have established our community, and shared the stories among ourselves about how Jesus is alive, but in a different way than when he walked the earth, we are then ready to share his story with the many strangers walking along the road with us.  When we ask them, “What is it you’re talking about?” we’ll undoubtedly hear stories of change resulting in loss, sadness and pain.  We must be ready to listen for a long time and when the moment is right we can ask if they want to experience these losses as the way to something new and exciting.  
Not everyone will want to hear our good news, preferring instead to continue to live in their grief and pain.  But many will be hungry to try something different, like taking on a different point of view.  

As people called to live a Eucharistic life, our mission is to challenge our fellow travelers to choose gratitude instead of resentment, hope instead of despair in the midst of changing circumstances.  And when this message is accepted and embraced, we will see a smile breaking through the tears.  This is the gift that they give to us, the miracle of witnessing life being born out of death.  Our good news is that death and loss does not have the last word; that our hope is real and our God is alive!

Gratitude is not an obvious or common attitude toward life.  It seems every time change happens to us, it means our hopes and expectations somehow get shattered, perhaps to make room for deeper and more meaningful life.  The constancy of our losses naturally pulls us in the direction of bitterness, anger and resentment.  Since gratitude is not our default response to most changes and loss, it needs to be discovered and deliberately practiced.  The Eucharist is the means Jesus gave us to convert resentment into gratitude.  But it is a choice we must make; Jesus will not force it upon us.  The basic outline of the method for accessing gratitude in the Eucharist is contained in the story of the disciples on the road to Emmaus: cry out to God for mercy as we lament our losses, listen to God’s words, invite Jesus in, enter into communion with him and then proclaim the good news to the entire world.  Living a Eucharistic life is a way of saying thank you to the stranger who joined us on the road.
� The inspiration, and many of the concepts contained in this paper, come from Henri Nouwen’s 1994 book, “With Burning Hearts; A Meditation on the Eucharistic Life,” (Maryknoll, NY:Orbis Press).





