“That Burning Sensation” 
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Luke 24:13-35
Some of you may know the discomfort of heartburn - a condition in which your stomach’s contents travel upward from where they should be [in your stomach] into the gullet that is the lower part of your esophagus.   Your gullet does not like this. The acid irritates it and causes inflammation that will not only give you a bitter taste in your mouth but also send you to the Prilosec or Pepcid.  

Heartburn has nothing to do with your heart. It is a digestive problem usually related to meals and posture. At one time or another most people experience heartburn during their lifetime. 

Luke 24:32  “They said to each other, ‘Were not our hearts burning within us while he was talking to us on the road, while he was opening the scriptures to us?’”  

The heartburn mentioned in our Gospel lesson is not the kind that I previously described, which, incidentally I pray that you do no get. No, the type of heartburn I mean is the kind that Cleopas and his companion experienced on the Emmaus Road when they met Jesus
This story in Luke recalls events from later on Easter day, the day on which Mary Magdalene and the other women discovered that the tomb was empty.  Two of Jesus’ followers are walking to Emmaus and rehashing the day’s surprising events.  

One of these men, Cleopas, has been named as a relative of Jesus.  Regardless, the two men do not recognize Jesus.  They are just two ordinary people lost in thoughts about their disappointment that Jesus had died – the one they hoped to be the Messiah. 

In “The Message, ” Eugene Peterson describes them as “ standing there, long-faced, like they had lost their best friend.”   

Their conversation centers around the fact that three days have passed (long enough, in Jewish belief, for the soul to have left the body) - despite Jesus' statement that he would be raised from the dead. They are clearly distressed that nothing has happened even though the women have told them that Jesus is alive!  But, they also know that when Peter and John went to the tomb, all they saw was the empty tomb!  

Stunningly, this man named Cleopas and his unnamed friend have walked with Jesus for seven miles from Jerusalem to Emmaus, most of the day, all the while completely unaware that Jesus is walking with them. 

 He doesn’t open his mouth, doesn’t try to explain, and doesn’t try to take away the pain or make a joke to lighten the mood. He quietly stays with them – listening. And then he asks what things they are talking about.  Presuming not to know the source of their sadness,  his questions are good.

Their answers demonstrate their limited understanding of whom they understand Jesus to be - a prophet and, like Moses, “mighty in deed and word”, but they have no idea how much more he is. They are caught up in their disappointment that Jesus did not deliver them from the Romans; nor did he create an earthly kingdom of God.

No, for Cleopas and his friend, this is not one of their finest moments! They’re so preoccupied with their own grief and disillusionment that they fail to recognize the holy right in front of them. Even as Jesus recounts the story to them in language they should be able to understand, they still don’t recognize him. 

They interact, they extend hospitality, but they don’t recognize the Holy One’s presence until he takes, blesses, breaks, and gives them bread.  At the center of this account told by Luke this Emmaus supper has a wonderful moment of recognition when the disciples’ “eyes were opened” to be aware of Christ’s presence.  

And when they make this connection and the moment is over, they are left to talk about their “heartburn” feelings. “They said to each other, ‘Were not our hearts burning within us while he was talking to us on the road, while he was opening the scriptures to us?’” 

“Were not our hearts burning within us?"
The kind of heartburn that I wish for you and me is that which God brings when we become aware and when we are awakened as we come into contact with God each day – that as we experience the holy on our everyday journeys and bump into the reality of the risen Christ walking along with us we will recognize it for what it is - the kind of heartburn that gets you going after you realize what’s happened.  Maybe you don’t know it right away but when it hits you it will be as real as that you would feel after eating a spoonful of burning hot chili peppers.  

There is a pepper grown in northeastern India named the "Bhut jolokia," or "ghost chili.”  It is a thumb-sized chili pepper with frightening potency - rated the spiciest chili in the world by Guinness World Records. 

Would that our “heartburn” from the encountered Christ be as powerful as that experienced from the ingestion of this Indian pepper. For when our hearts burn within us - when we get that “burning sensation,” our lives change and so do the lives of those with which we interact. 

 I know that “heartburn” feeling. I have felt it during those times when God is actively at work in my life, moving me and nudging me to travel down new paths – probably ones I would not have chosen for myself. 

Perhaps you know the feeling, too. Maybe you’re fighting the feeling and looking for a remedy.  It’s a feeling that demands a response of some kind.

For Cleopas and his companion, it meant going immediately to share their experience with others. From there the events continued to build as Jesus again appeared and told his followers to bear witness. 

What’s the prescription for such heartburn in our time? It’s not much different than since the time of Cleopas: WITNESS!  We are commanded to be witnesses to God’s work in our lives and in our world. We are the stewards of the message for our generation. We must make room to meet Jesus on our own Emmaus Roads, cultivating awareness and openness to the Spirit’s movement leading us to mission and ministry. 

Then, as that burning sensation grows and the embers of hope glow brightly, we must resist the urge to run to the pharmacy for a quick fix to suppress the feeling; instead, we are to share the gift and fan the flame. 

Now go and spread the news that our hearts are burning for Christ, for today, tomorrow, for always.  AMEN.
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