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3rd Sunday of Easter 2014 

Christ is risen! 

 
“Are you the only stranger in Jerusalem who does not know the things that have taken 

place there in these days?” – Luke 24:18 

 

Today as we continue the Easter celebration we heard once again that tremendously 

deep and moving account of the meeting of two of Jesus’ disciples with the risen Lord 

on the road to Emmaus, how Jesus draws them out of their despondency into a place 

where their hearts are burning in them once again, and how finally they recognize (“re-

know”) their Lord and Master in the breaking of the bread.  This narrative can, of course, 

be read in various ways, but one of the ways in which it can be read is that it tells us 

how God is able to break through what somebody I recently came across calls the 

“epistemic closures” of life.  That’s right- “epistemic closures”.  It’s a big word for 

something that goes on in our lives all the time.  An “epistemic closure” is what happens 

when the system of knowledge- the “epistemology” that each of us has and operates 

with, either consciously or unconsciously- when our system of knowledge will not allow 

new data, new information, new awareness into our awareness, into our consciousness. 

 

We see epistemic closures all the time, all around us, and regularly within us.  Let me 

give you just two examples from history, one from the more distant past and one from 

the more recent past.  In 1633, an astronomer by the name of Galileo Galilei was tried 

by the Holy Office, known as the Inquisition, and now known as the Congregation for 
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the Doctrine of the Faith, for falsely teaching, contrary to both scripture and the tradition 

of the Church, that the earth moves around the sun rather than that the sun moves 

around the earth.  This novel idea of Galileo’s, rooted in the new technology of 

telescopes, called into question a long-standing way of understanding things  Lots was 

at stake in this controversy- the way one read the Bible, the central place of the earth 

and so of humanity within the cosmos, the authority of the hierarchy to rightly interpret 

truth.  At that moment, the Holy Office experienced a clear and resounding “epistemic 

closure”. What was already known, familiar, and understood, when confronted with new 

data, new information, new experience,  would not allow this newness into the system, 

and so with a resounding “NO”, it rejected Galileo’s “heretical” idea that the earth moves 

around the sun.    The “system of knowledge” was unable to allow in a new reality that 

might modify, alter or contradict what had already been known. 

 

A less dramatic but quite instructive second example of “epistemic closure” happened in 

November of 2012 during the night of the last presidential election.  The story circulated 

that Karl Rove, the iconic Romney strategist, was said to have run down to the 

campaign’s “war room” to personally check the numbers that were coming in because 

he was convinced there was mistake in the calculations.  According to David Brooks, 

the conservative New York Times columnist, who was unpacking the events of the 

election, Rove and others in the campaign simply could not believe what was 

happening.  They had become so convinced by their own polling in the weeks running 

up to the election that they could not accept that they were losing.  The Romney 

campaign had become so convinced by what they held to be the “facts”, that they had 



3  

 

difficulty recognizing any other information that might contradict or upset the system.  

This, David Brooks described as an “epistemic closure”.  

 

And this kind of closure happens to us all the time- in the way we think about things, in 

way we understand other people, in how we connect together pieces of life.  Often, in 

fact, the more experience we acquire in life, the more natural it becomes for us to rely 

on that which is familiar, already known, comfortable and convenient, and the harder it 

is for the “new” to break in. 

 

Now, just go back to the road-to-Emmaus narrative.  The two disciples there have 

experienced an “epistemic closure”.  Their world has collapsed, they have seen the full 

force of Roman justice and military might in action.  There was a cross and blood and 

death close at hand.  They had been with Jesus, they knew the scriptures, they had 

hoped that Jesus was “the one” spoken of in these texts.   And now it was all gone.  

Hope smashed, faith destroyed, their lives in crisis, and no way to make sense of the 

things that had happened.   

 

So when this Stranger sidles up to them as they are walking to Emmaus and asks what 

the two are talking about, they respond out of that experience of collapse, they respond 

out of what seems to be simply the “facts”, the “reality”: “Don’t you know what has 

happened?  Don’t you know what the gig is?” “Are you the only stranger in Jerusalem 

who does not know the things that have taken place there in these days?”  At that 

moment, the two disciples cannot see what is trying to break in, they cannot recognize 
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the face of God, the very presence of the risen Christ, right there in step with them.  The 

tremendous irony of the moment is that unwittingly and ignorantly they ask of God, 

“Really?  Are you the only one who doesn’t know?” 

 

The great miracle of the narrative, however, is that they allow the Stranger to walk with 

them, and they open up to him with startling candor and vulnerability.  They disclose 

that they are suffering and grieving.  And they begin to listen to this Guy even when he 

tells them that they are foolish and dimwitted.   They are open to the way in which he 

reinterprets for them the sacred and familiar stories of their communal past.  Something 

begins to touch them, their “hearts begin to burn within them”.  “Stay with us,” they say,  

“for evening is at hand”.  They are open to growing into a new and deeper intimacy with 

this Stranger, open enough to ask him to sit at table with them and to break bread.  

Something is breaking through their epistemic closure of reality.    

 

They could have remained caught in their grief, in the “facts” they understood all too 

well, in what they knew had happened.  They could have ignored the Stranger, told him 

to get lost and to leave them alone in their misery.  They could have concluded that 

none of the events in Jerusalem made any sense and could not possibly serve any 

divine purpose.   But here’s the miracle: they didn’t.  They were somehow open to what 

God was now doing right in their midst, even without knowing God was doing it.  This is 

the fundamental act of faith, the posture of faith, the beginning of true faith: openness to 

God’s presence in the here and now even when our eyes can’t yet see or discern the 

presence very clearly.   
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These two disciples began to open themselves up to something more, they began to 

open themselves up to something that couldn’t possibly fit into their closed system of 

knowledge- and a dead body on a cross is pretty concrete knowledge.  They listen to 

this Man, they engage him and converse with him, they begin taking on board his novel 

read about what the scriptures mean and what had to happen to the Messiah.  And 

then, then, when the Stranger takes the bread and breaks it, they re-cognize Him, they 

“re-know”  Jesus.  He has broken in through the epistemic barrier.  The cross and death 

are not the final word.  There is more to it than the “things that have happened” in 

Jerusalem on Friday and what seemed to be merely silly, idle tales of some hysterical 

women on Sunday morning. 

 

“There is more to it”.  That’s the invitation to us.  What is the “there is more to it” for us?  

Will we be open enough this morning to allow the risen Lord to reinterpret for us the 

meaning of things- of God, of life, of relationships, of who and what we are, of death?  

Will we be able to “re-cognize”, “re-know”, Jesus in the Breaking of the Bread.  And 

then, after all that is done, will we allow ourselves to be thrown right back, in the snap of 

the fingers, into the same old world from which we walked into church today, and there 

in the “same old, same old”, begin to be alive anew, begin to live in love, begin to be 

charged with divine possibility, and begin to be open in all humility to whatever God is 

miraculously doing among us today. Christ is risen! 

 

Source: A homily given by The Right Reverend Robert O’Neill at the Chrismal Mass 
with the Renewal of Ordination Vows, St. John’s Cathedral, Denver (15 April 2014) 


