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One of the most famous American writers was Ernest Hemingway.  His stories, such as 
The Old Man and the Sea, which I read in my grade 12 high school English class, are considered 
classics of American literature.   Hemingway was a genius at using few words to convey deep 
meanings.  Once Hemingway was in a restaurant with some friends.  He bet them that he could 
write a story using only six words.  Hemingway took a serviette, wrote six words, and passed it 
around.  The six words were:  “For Sale.  Baby shoes, never worn.”     

 Those six words tell the story of a young woman named Li who had been a student of 
mine in China.  After she graduated, Li got a good job with Chevron oil company, which is 
developing gas fields in China.  About a year ago, not long before we left China, Li came to visit 
us.  She told us that she was pregnant.   This had happened sooner than Li had planned, and she 
was rather bewildered. 

 On November 11th last year Li wrote to us.  She was happy and hopeful.  Here is what 
she said:  “I have been staying at my old house in the country side for almost two months. The 
baby is 33 weeks old.  Everything is ok except that the doctor says that I am lacking in iron.  I am 
learning about cooking, and my husband and I have bought an apartment.  It’s not easy for us 
to buy an apartment in China so we need to work hard and make more money to feed our 
family with the coming of the baby.” 

 I expected Li to write again when her baby had arrived, but she didn’t, so in late 
December I wrote and asked her how she was getting along.  In early January she answered.  
“When I replied to your last e-mail on Nov. 11,” Li said, “I was so happy and chatted with you 
about my life.  One week later, I gave birth to my baby.  The baby was only 34 weeks old, but I 
was so happy at that time.  The baby was put into the infant incubator. Then four days later, 
the doctor told me the baby was seriously infected, septicemia.  Seven days later, the doctor 
told us the baby’s head was infected.  Three days later, the baby left me forever.  I still 
remember the first crying of my baby, clearly.  Now one month later, how painful I am. The first 
month I cannot help weeping almost every day when I think of it.  Now my tears still will rain 
down when I think that I lose my son, the dearest one in my life.  Is there really ‘destiny or fate’ 
to everyone?  The baby is cute and lovely. I will always miss him.” 

 Ernest Hemingway needed six words to write a story of tragic ends and broken dreams.  
Luke needs only four, four little words, to write Li’s story and perhaps your story too.   His four 
words are:  “But we had hoped.”   

 It’s two of Jesus’s dazed and dejected friends who utter those desolate words, as 
they walk away from Jerusalem toward the village of Emmaus.  We know almost nothing 



about these two travelers…they’re totally ordinary and undistinguished.  One of them, 
Cleopas, is mentioned only here in the whole Bible.  Who was Cleopas?  Who knows?   And 
Cleopas’s companion doesn’t even have a name.  Which means it could have been his wife, 
because women in those days did not merit mention by their own name.   
 

 As Mr. and Mrs. Cleopas walk along, they are talking about the traumatic events that 
have just taken place back in Jerusalem.  Were this story happening today, they might be 
texting or twittering their friends:  “Were U there?  Did U C what happened to him?  Body 
missing.  Bad stuff.“  And they meet this stranger, who we know is Jesus, but they don’t, maybe 
because they are so preoccupied with their misery they can’t see him.  And the stranger asks, 
“What’s going on?”  At first the two just stand there, looking sad.   It’s like that moment when 
you’re bursting with pain, but can’t say anything when someone asks you how you are because 
if you do you’ll dissolve into tears.   Finally they reply, “You don’t know what’s happened?  
What rock have you been living under?”  (In fact, for 3 days he was living under a rock.)  And 
Jesus plays along and says, “No, I don’t know, tell me.”  And so they blurt it all out--Jesus’ tragic 
death, his burial, his missing body, somebody claiming to have seen a vision of him.  And in the 
middle of it all they utter those four little words:  “But we had hoped.  But we had hoped that 
he was the one to redeem Israel.  We trusted him, we believed in him.  We dared to dream.  
We had so hoped.  And now look at what’s happened.  Our hopes have been dashed.” 

 Many very common, ordinary people like the Cleopas couple, and like my friend Li, can 
also write their story in those four little words.  “But we had hoped, the cancer would…the 
marriage would…the drinking would…the job would…the business would…the friendship 
would…that God would….”  Today in the USA, many of President Obama’s supporters, who 
were so energized by his campaign slogan “Yes we can!,” now feel betrayed by his failure to 
move aggressively on issues important to them, such as immigration reform, climate change, 
ending wars, making government more open and transparent.  “We voted for him, and we 
really had hoped…” 

 The risen Jesus walks along with his two shattered friends, and he hears them out.  He 
lets them say what they know, think and feel.  When they say those four little words, Jesus 
doesn’t walk away, change the subject, tell them to get over it, or remind them that their life is 
really not so bad after all.  He gives them space to name their pain.  And then, at the bottom of 
their despair, when they are convinced that all hope is gone, resurrection begins to happen, 
and it happens in three ways.  

 Resurrection begins to happen, first, when Jesus goes back to scripture and retells the 
story of how God works.  “You’ve got the story of God’s Messiah wrong,” Jesus says.  “You think 
the cross was a hideous mistake, a disaster.  But it wasn’t the end of the story.  Sacrifice and 
suffering are in fact God’s way of working,” Jesus says.  “And with God the cross is the prelude 
to glory.”  Maybe Jesus would say something like that to you and me, when we say those four 
little words.  “Your life might look like a complete mess, a tragedy, a disaster, and your pain is 
very real,” Jesus might say.  “But your crushed hopes need not be the end of your story, either.  
And if you think they are you’ve got it wrong, because God is a God of surprises, and of new 



births out of dead ends, and God wants to write you a new story that is full of hope and joy and 
glory.” 

 And then, for those Emmaus travelers, the second way resurrection happens is when 
they share food with this stranger.  Jesus had said that where two or three are gathered, he’d 
be with them.  And at Emmaus two or three are gathered, and it turns out that he is with them. 
In their common meal the two forlorn travelers discover that Jesus is not dead after all but 
alive.  And maybe the same happens to you and me, when we say those four little words.  We 
discover that in the body of Christ there is a community to walk with us through the debris of 
our crushed hopes.  Through the habits and rituals of our life—through singing and praying, 
through hearing the Word and fellowshipping together, through sharing joys and sorrows, and 
offering and receiving forgiveness--we experience the presence of the risen Jesus and are raised 
to new life ourselves. 

 And then there’s a third way that resurrection happens to the Emmaus pair.  It is 
through what we could call outreach, or mission, or service.  Having met Jesus around the table, 
they change directions, and run back to Jerusalem—the place full of awful memories, where 
their tragedy happened.  And they seek out their friends there, who also have shattered hopes. 
And they tell them that Jesus is alive.  And they learn that those other disciples, too, have an 
amazing story to tell about meeting Jesus.  And maybe the same can also happen to you and 
me, when we say those four little words.   When we find the strength within ourselves to reach 
out to others with a word or deed of hope, we find that our own hope is increased and our faith 
is strengthened.   

 Those four little words—“but we had hoped”—sum up a lot of human experience.  It is 
my friend Li’s story, it certainly was the very ordinary Emmaus couple’s story, and sometimes it 
is your  and my story too.  And then, when hope seems lost, Jesus comes, as a stranger whom 
we may not recognize, and teaches us that God’s story is larger than we can imagine, one that 
brings life out of death.  And then we discover the risen Jesus present with us as we gather in 
worship and fellowship.  And then as we scatter to share our hope in Jesus, we discover him 
again, already living among the people to whom we go. 

 Our Emmaus story suggests that resurrection is a gift, for very ordinary people who are  
brokenhearted and hopeless, and that it comes upon us by surprise, and overturns what we 
think we know.  The story also nudges us to start paying attention to the person who is walking 
beside us.  Because that person may in fact be Christ himself, risen from the dead.  


