		 of 
Love After Love
Dinner with Jesus 3
FCCH  October 18, 2025
Rev. Karla Miller

It’s homecoming season. I have epic memories of homecoming where I grew up. My favorite is from 9th grade, when I was co-chair of the float committee with Bob Stitzel, with whom I shared a mutual crush. Float building was a month-long affair in our small town, where we created Rose Bowl–style wonders out of chicken wire, special-order napkins, papier-mâché, cardboard, and discarded wood. It was exhausting and exhilarating all at once. Our freshman float, complete with mechanical pieces and dry ice, was SO GOOD that we EDGED OUT THE SENIORS for First Place. It was a ROYAL upset, and it became legendary in our school. That night, at the homecoming dance, Bob Stitzel and I kissed. I’ll admit: that kiss made my crush go poof. Still, the sweetness of homecoming lingers, not just in memory, but in the sense of belonging that rises again whenever I see high school homecomings announced on the local news, or in my friend’s social media feeds, chronicling their children and grandchildren’s events.

In his poem Love After Love, Derek Walcott describes another kind of homecoming. Not to a hometown, but to something deeper. He speaks of a return to the self, a recognition of the feast of life we had forgotten belonged to us. He imagines that moment when you cross the threshold of your own heart and recognize yourself again, as if for the first time.

That is what happens on the road to Emmaus. Two disciples discover what it is like to come home to themselves through an encounter with a stranger. It is, I think, one of the most human resurrection stories in all the gospels—ordinary and extraordinary all at once.

Picture them: trudging a dusty road, a seven-mile trek from Jerusalem to Emmaus, their disappointment pressing down like stones in their chest. Their lament is distilled into three devastating words: 
We had hoped.
I think these may be the most heartbreaking words in the entire Bible. “We had hoped.”

Can you hear their ache? Can you sense their thoughts in the silence that follows?

“We had hoped for freedom, for redemption, for something more than what happened in Jerusalem. We had hoped love would win. We had hoped the story would end differently.”

We know that ache. We had hoped for reconciliation with an estranged friend. We had hoped for better news at the doctor’s office. We had hoped for more progress in the endless work of justice. We had hoped for more allies to rise up when democracy feels fragile. We had hoped for leaders who would choose compassion over fear. We had hoped simply to feel better, lighter, freer.

These three words—we had hoped—become a phrase of exile. They exile us from one another, from our deepest selves, from the presence of God. And so, with the disciples, we walk.

We walk with Walcott’s promise echoing:
“The time will come / when, with elation, you will greet yourself arriving / at your own door.”

Professor Robert Hoch’s commentary names Emmaus as “a walk of hopes in shambles.” The distance was not just seven miles, but the immeasurable journey of crushed dreams. The crucifixion was not simply the death of a beloved teacher; it was, for the disciples, the end of a freedom movement they had poured their whole selves into. It was the unraveling of the vision that had captured their imaginations. They cannot imagine greeting themselves again. They cannot imagine greeting hope. They are estranged from hope, and estranged from their own true selves.

And so they argue as they walk. The Greek suggests a heated, almost sharp-edged conversation—words clashing back and forth like flint and stone. You can almost hear the desperation in their voices. And we know those conversations, too. They happen after yet another injustice, another suppression of truth, another shattering loss. They happen when we mutter to each other that nothing is ever going to change. And our words echo the disciples’ questions: What now? Where do we go from here? Was it all for nothing?

And into this cloud of despair, a stranger draws near. They do not recognize him. Maybe their hopelessness has blinded them. Maybe their eyes are squeezed tight with grief. Maybe despair itself has narrowed their vision.

Still, Love walks with them, unrecognized.
Because that is how Love comes. Love meets the disciples where they are—right in the midst of their disillusionment, in the midst of their exhausted walking away from it all. And that is how Love comes to us too. Not when we have sorted everything out, not when we have found certainty, but in the stumbling and confusion of all that life brings.

Walcott says it like this:
“You will love again the stranger who was your self.”

Jesus comes as a stranger on the road. But Jesus isn’t the only stranger on the road, for the disciples too are strangers—strangers to the joy that flowed in them, strangers to the tender childlike trust that once believed the world could be different.

When Love meets us in our exile, we are given a gift. In the Emmaus story, the gift comes as a question: “What are you discussing as you walk along?” It is an invitation to the two friends to name their wound. And the same is true for us. Love always invites to name how and where it hurts, because naming our wounds is the beginning of healing.
The poet puts it this way:
“Give back your heart to itself, to the stranger who has loved you all your life.”

Even so, the disciples do not yet recognize him. Even after a thousand and one steps, even after scripture and stories have been poured out, they still do not know. Yet they have been stirred, unsettled, strangely moved. Something within them leans toward this stranger.

“Stay with us,” they plead. The Greek verb suggests insistence, almost compulsion. They practically twist his arm. They beg Love to stay, not realizing that Love had never planned to leave.

And then, at the dinner table, everything shifts. As bread is broken, as wine is shared, their eyes are opened. Suddenly they know: Love has been with them all along. Suddenly they remember: they belong, they are alive, and God’s love is burning within them like a flame that no shadow can extinguish.

When was the last time your eyes were opened? When was the last time your heart was on fire with love? That, friends, is what it feels like to come home to yourself.

And yet, we cannot miss this: the Emmaus story is not only personal—it is political. We must remember that Jesus was crucified by the powers of empire. He was executed by authoritarian might that could not tolerate a prophet of liberation. The disciples are walking roads shadowed by Rome’s violence. When they say, “We had hoped he would redeem Israel,” they are crying out for freedom from oppression.  

Our Emmaus roads carry those same shadows. We walk them after laws are passed that harm the poor. We walk them when courts dismantle rights we thought were secure. We walk them when leaders rise by stirring fear and legislate that fear into policy. We walk them when we cry “no more” and resist with voices of justice.  

Robert Hoch presses us to ask: What does it mean that Jesus appears as a stranger in our world? Perhaps he comes to us as the undocumented immigrant, the one struggling with addiction, the unhoused neighbor. Authoritarianism thrives on fear of the stranger. Our faith insists that Love is found in the stranger.  

This is the social justice heartbeat of Emmaus: open your door, share your bread, let your heart be kindled with hope again—even when the world calls hope foolish.  

Walcott’s poem sings it once more:  
“Take down the love letters from the bookshelf,  
the photographs, the desperate notes,  
peel your own image from the mirror.  
Sit. Feast on your life.”  

The disciples had to peel their own image from the mirror. They thought they were failures, followers of a defeated prophet. But at the table, they saw differently: not misfits, but beloved; not abandoned, but accompanied; not hopeless, but alive with a holy fire.  

And so are we. We are called to such remembering. To greet ourselves at our own door. To welcome the stranger-self who has loved us all along. To remember that even when systems demean us, God names us beloved. Even when we feel powerless, God calls us partners in justice. Even when despair presses in, God is already walking beside us.  

What does it mean for us, here and now, to live *Love After Love* on the Emmaus road? It means embracing the journey in all its turns: lost and found, broken and healed, disappointed and rekindled—again and again. It means loving ourselves with the same love the Holy has already poured into us. It means pausing our endless chatter to notice the bread in our hands, the love in our midst.  

And it means running back to community, even when the road is unsure, even when night has fallen—because restored hope cannot be hoarded. It must be shared.  

So let us walk our weary roads knowing that Love walks beside us. 
Let us  
Sit.  
Feast on our lives.  
Welcome the stranger.  
Break bread with joy.  

Then let us rise—hearts burning, hope restored. For there is love after love after love to carry. And someone on the road is waiting—waiting to be welcomed home.  

Amen.  

