
 In the years 1957 to 1962, the Near East Christian Council published a sequence of Study Papers 

under the title OPERATION REACH, of which there were five series, covering some fifty 

different, and basic, topics in Islam. The whole was intended as a venture in Christian 

understanding of Islamic belief and practice and as an aid to intelligent, expressive Christian 

ministry to Muslim fellow-men in the whole area of the Near East Christian Council and beyond. 

 This sequence of studies has now ended. Some of the back numbers still in print are available at 

the Council's office, P.O. Box 5376) Beirut, Lebanon. 

 Our Studies now have the same ambition but are set in a different form. In the place of outlines 

on Islam for Christian use, we take up outlines in Christianity for ourselves and, if they be so 

minded, for Muslims around us. We follow in succession a chain of topics belonging with Christian 

faith and experience, phrased and planned in such a way that they will be alert to the instinctive 

attitudes of Islam and the contents of the Qur‟an. 

 Thus to give ourselves to the learning anew of our faith with Muslims alongside is both a 

bounden duty and a ready aim. For we can hardly take true stock of "Whom we have believed" and 

of "that which we have committed unto Him," without being in the midst of Muslim relationships 

and common themes of likeness and divergence over God's sovereignty and His ways with men and 

their remaking. 

 In this enterprise we take again the journey of the Emmaus road (St. Luke 24). For there in sure 

sequence are the themes of our light and our salvation. 

 So we call our venture EMMAUS FURLONGS and set it under a Qur‟anic phrase about the 

opened heart that acknowledges the claims of its Lord. 

 

THE CHRISTIAN LEARNS HIS FAITH 

 

 "That same day two of them went on their way to a village called Emmaus which lay about 

three-score furlong's from Jerusalem… talking together about all these happenings…” 

 The hope of this study outline and of those that follow is to retake that journey with Cleopas and 

his nameless-friend. Their experience through those furlong to Emmaus was a crisis holding within 

it all the fulness of Christian faith. The road became-a school and their travel an education into 

truth —-.the truth of Christ and God. 

 That, no doubt, is why St. Luke includes the story in the final chapter of the Gospel (Chap. 24. v. 

13 to 35).  It would of course be premature to call them 'Christians‟ at that point, for the name itself 

was not coined until some years later in a different context (see Acts. Chap. ' it. v.'26).  But in fact 

there is no clearer or sweeter focus of the whole nature of Christianity than the issues of that 

Emmaus road.  Those furlong's were a measure of discovery out of bewilderment and of peace out 

of tragedy.  They were milestones on a highway of salvation.  We plan to walk with the two men in 

both directions -- out from the city of Jerusalem in the despair of Jesus' crucifixion and back to it in 

the wonder of His living presence. 

 The house at Emmaus was the turning point of their story: there "He was known of them in the 

breaking of the bread." We can trace in their narrative, both in fact and in symbol, all the elements 

that make up the questions and answers with which Christian faith has to do. 

 It begins, as they did, out of the crucial question "concerning Jesus of Nazareth, a prophet strong 

in action and utterance" and the strange, shattering mystery of His arrest and execution in 

Jerusalem.  The tragic puzzle of the end of that ministry was only sharpened by the fact that His 

teaching and promise had been so exhilarating and revolutionary.  How could it be that one so 

evidently shaped for Messianic fulfilment could have come to so dark and helpless a finale? 



 That question, with all its. implications, belongs with the deep bitternesses of human life and 

only out of its sharpness can the answer come: as come it does in the meaning of the Resurrection. 

Yet the question goes further than the personal grief and perplexity of the disciples themselves into 

the whole nature of God's ways in history and how power fits with suffering and humiliation. 

"Ought the Christ to have suffered these things?" was the cry of their tormented spirits. "Ought He 

not to have suffered them?" was the counter-question which Jesus put to them in reply. Thus 

'Messiah'--that expected agent and symbol of God's action about human wrongness —.was the 

focus of the most ultimate issues about the economy of the Kingdom of Heaven and the ways of 

righteousness in the evil world. To these questions the supper at Emmaus brought the conclusive 

answer, out of which Christianity was born and by which it still lives — answers about the nature 

of God fashioned, not by the devious processes of human philosophy, but from the stuff of living 

experience. 

 How right it is then that the comment of both Jesus and the two disciples about the central theme 

of their meeting had to do with the closed and the opened mind. "How dull you are, and slow of 

heart to believe all that the prophets said." This remark of Jesus seems to have been echoed by 

Cleopas and his friend: "How dull we were as He talked with us on the road." (This, see below, is 

one reading of v.32.)  In Jesus being the Messiah by the very mystery of pain and ignominy was the 

truth of the universe — unrecognized, unglimpsed, unthinkable. The tender progress of its 

recognition in the soul is the whole movement of the story, begun on the road and ended in the 

supper. 

 This "opening of the understanding". through the opening of the Scriptures, and in turn of the 

very counsel of God, is the hinge of Christian commitment. As the doors of the house or inn opened 

to the travellers, so the doors of their intelligence and affection opened to receive the crucified 

Messiah with His whole significance for life and eternity. It is this reception which makes a 

Christian. If is perpetuated in that renewed breaking of the bread which is the sacrament of the 

understood Cross. 

 So then this journey to Emmaus, and the ardent return to Jerusalem with tidings of its meaning, 

takes within its reach the entire being of the Christian. Here are the questions that explore the 

depths to which faith must relate: here the answers which in their actuality and range both make 

and inform the Christian: here the patterns .of worship within which his faith responds and speaks. 

"Emmaus Furlongs" then may be a proper title for a journey of discovery into Christianity. The 

sequence that follows in this Study Paper will aim to take, on6 by one, the themes of that 

conversation, as they led each into the next through those furlongs of perplexed enquiry and slowly 

growing comprehension. In its brevity the story leaves wide spaces between its lines but gives us 

all that we need reverently to fill them. 

 

 

CLEOPAS AND ANOTHER 

 

 One of the omissions, of course, is the name of ,the second traveller, about whom there has been 

much conjecture. "It could perhaps have been his wife! Then, naturally, the husband would make 

the first response to the stranger (v. 18). Or otherwise, a modest disciple whose name was of no 

special importance or relevance. There's nothing odd in that, since the Kingdom of Heaven has 

always been a matter of very ordinary people. There are plenty of other nameless witnesses of the 

Resurrection in the Gospels. So Cleopas' friend stands for anybody with a will to discipleship and a 



weight of perplexity. What we are studying is a conversation where identities do not matter because 

the themes are elemental. 

 Yet the silence about the name invites us to imaging new identities. And the one we are most in 

need and duty bound to put there is the Muslim.  We live with him day by day. He is our fellow-

traveller on the Arab road (or the Pakistani path, or the street of any common destiny.) He is our 

contemporary in the single world of multiplying population and the nuclear cloud: he is a fellow-

citizen in many a mutual nationality, a neighbour under the same sun and within the same 

economy. There is plenty in day-to-day life, where and as we live it, that permits us to say of 

Muslim and Christian: "the same day two went on their way to a ..."That is happening every day we 

live, whether it be to the oil-Well as technicians, to. the university as students, to the market as 

traders, to the street as saunterers. 

 Doubtless, we are not two disciples, as we do so. For we have ancient antipathies and strong 

cleavages of community and dogma. There are long traditions of enmity or at least of insulation. 

Our common world of time and place is sundered by lines of religious, social, mental divergence 

which we seldom spiritually cross. Yet two going together we see ourselves to be when we sense 

the one Adarti Of our human finitude and the single circumstance of the road. 

 There are further reasons, too, why we could imagine — and so endeavour — a Muslim's share 

in the Emmaus conversation. He too in part is coming from Jerusalem. For him also "Jesus is a 

prophet whose words and acts had power from God." The Qur‟anic Jesus would as readily be the 

object of those hopes and aspirations on the part of His contemporaries which Cleopas found 

dashed and broken by the crucifixion. For that Jesus, also, was the subject of frequent antagonism 

and rejection. Did He not ask for "helpers unto God."? (Surah 3-52). Was He not in a sequence of 

messengers of Heaven whom a recalcitrant and disobedient world had denied and persecuted? 

 There is, as we know only too well and to our pain of spirit, that Qur‟anic refusal, as it seems, of 

the fact of the Cross. "They did not kill him, they did not crucify him: it only seemed so to them." 

(Surah 4. 157)  We shall later look closely at all the implications and suggested exegesis of this 

vital passage.  But here, and for the present, it does nothing to put the Muslim out of the general 

context of the Emmaus conversation. On the contrary. For Cleopas the Cross was in truth that same 

unthinkable climax which it remains for Islam, The only difference is that for him it was the 

unthinkable which he knew in bitter reality to have happened, whereas for the Muslim it is the 

unthinkable which could not happen. Islam, as it were, goes from Jerusalem to Emmaus, in 

ostensible company with the very prophets Jesus invoked, and insisting in its own mind that the 

climax of shame and death had been divinely circumvented. 

 That, however, does not abstract the Muslim from the issue. Rather the reverse.  For one thing, 

the Qur‟anic "rescue" is not "yet known as such to the disciples. Whatever "it seemed so" means to 

the Jews as perpetrators in Surah 4.157, it seems also to the disciples. They had witnessed "the 

death of Jesus", and they are brought to its significance, not by the information that it was only 

apparent, but by the revelation that in it and through it the very .Christ of God has been the' Christ 

in fact. If it differs from that reality, then the Qur'an is emphatically part of the Emmaus 

conversation. 

 More. The Jesus who can rightly be the centre, either of Cleopas' dismay at His humiliation or a 

Muslim's assurance (if such it be from the Qur'an) of His final "rescue" and escape, is a prophet 

whose teaching and behaviour bring Him right to the climax of crisis. Only if He has not 

antecedently rescued Himself, by trimmed teaching or modified tactics or open force, does He need 

"rescue" by divine intervention, Only a Messiah willing for loyalty, humility, compassion and the 

criteria of love, can possibly be the core of that Emmaus debate. For only such a Messiah would be 



crucified, whether in tragic 'appearance' or in very fact. Such a Messiah/and verily crucified, is the 

Messiah of the New Testament. 

 Let us promise ourselves a fuller exploration of all these matters in the following Study Paper. 

For the moment, the point is sufficiently made that the Muslim can be imagined as within the reach 

and range of those Emmaus furlongs. So we will bend our studies in the sense of that 

companionship. The Papers in this Study Program will aim to "learn Christ" and the Christian faith, 

with a mind for Muslim concerns and Islamic attitudes of thought. No doctrinal or spiritual study 

can rightly happen in a vacuum: no faith can be validly possessed in deliberate seclusion. We take 

up with proper patience and good hope, the ordered possession of our Christian belief, with hearts 

and spirits open to Muslim fellow-men. 

 

OPEN TO WELCOME 

 

 Oddly enough, there is a phrase in the Qur'an echoing this Emmaus note of the "open 

imagination" that is ready to be receptive even of what is unwonted and new. Surah 39.22, for 

example, talks of the man "whose heart God has opened... so that he has light from his Lord." From 

this verse comes our other, and Arabic, title: Man sharah Allahu sadrahu: "He whose bosom God 

has enlarged." This "openmindedness" and its opposite, narrowness of mind, occur from time to 

time in the Qur~an. Thus Moses prays in 20,25: "0 Lord, enlarge my heart and make my business 

ready." In 94.1, God puts to Muhammad the question: "Did We not open thy bosom and remove 

from thee thy burden?" the reference being to his calling and mission. Elsewhere, the constricted or 

inhospitable cast of soul is noted, (cf. 6.125: 9.19: 11.12:26 .13) as that which turns aside from 

truth or vocation, out of fear, or sloth, or love of evil. More than forty times, the Qur‟an uses this 

word sadr, or bosom, to denote the secret seat of personality and inwardness of human character, 

where thoughts are stored and impulses born. Frequently, its dominant idea is that God penetrates 

unerringly into these fastnesses of the soul, and sees well what men hide there. To have the bosom 

opened means to be in this relationship of full and free desire after light, the sort of temper which, 

like hospitality, receives because it gives, and finds because it seeks. 

 In two important passages, namely 39.22 and 6.123, this opening is said to be "to Islam."  The 

phrase is sharh al sadr li-l-islam. Almost all the translators take this to mean Islam in the capitalised 

sense of "Muhammadanism." The first of the two verses is certainly pre-Hijrah. Both have to do 

with the general contrast between the obedient and the obdurate, the receptive and the gainsaying, 

man. Remembering the vexing lack of initial capital letters in Arabic, it is entirely possible to 

translate the phrase: "He whose heart God has opened unto submission." Then the sense of the 

word islam, as in numerous other passages, is that of surrender or obedience, i.e. conformity to new 

revelation. It was to exactly such active recognition of new doctrine that Muhammad's hearers were 

first called. Their response was doubtless meant to develop into the full system of historic Islam 

(capital I), as the latter grew in articulate and self-conscious form and claim. No translation of the 

Arabic word Islam can. exclude this destiny: but neither can any translation properly exclude that 

simpler sense of "surrender" — the sort of noun which requires a small initial letter in English. 

 It is in the latter sense that we take the phrase here. So doing, the whole becomes a feasible 

description of what was happening within the two disciples as their conversation with Jesus 

proceeded, and, indeed, of what happens within the whole New Testament and the entire range of 

Christian doctrine, as well as the intimate experience of every Christian conversion. All these are a 

submissive openness to the realities of God in Christ, a readiness in the depths of our being to "go 

along with" those meanings which are explicit in the Cross. 



 AI-Baidawi's comments on the phrase sustain our argument. Writing on Surah 20.25, he says: 

"When Moses was commissioned by God with a great task and a tremendous trust, he asked Him to 

enlarge his breast and make his heart more open to bear his burdens and to be patient over hardship 

and to undertake what was committed to him." And in 6.125, he explains: "The allusion is to the 

soul's being made receptive to truth and alert to its presence within it, and freed from what would 

hinder and thwart the truth. The Prophet referred to this when, on enquiry about it, he remarked: It 

is a light which God casts into the believing heart, by which it is given greater and wider capacity.' 

They said: 'Does it have any sign by which it may be recognised?' 'Yes! he replied, 'a returning to 

the realm of the immortal and a withdrawal from the realm of deceptive things and a readiness for 

death before it comes.‟" 

 That sort of openness is the whole logic of the New Testament. It is a story of men of a burning 

monotheism, slowly but deeply opening their spirits to make room for new dimensions of truth, 

assured to them in the mystery and power of the Cross. Their original sense of divine oneness and 

sovereignty matures and enlarges into the understanding of grace and power that shapes the 

knowledge of the Holy Trinity. To concepts of goodness tied to law and race comes the 

transforming fact of the Kingdom of Heaven open to all believers. The old Israel widens into the 

new, and ceases thereby to be "of blood and the will of the flesh."  That ultimate "people of God" in 

universal range fulfills and abrogates the old order in a great liberation of the world. 

 These "newnesses" of the New Testament all turn upon the theme of whether, and how, a 

crucified was Messiah. They belong with the furlongs to Emmaus. All are present in the 

recognition there of the real victory and meaning of the Cross. And being recognised, it was a 

revolution not of idea and theology alone, but of society and character. It enlarged the duty of 

obdience even as it enlarged the perspective of belief. The crises of both the discovery and the 

surrender make the story of the New Testament. 

 

HOW FAR WAS EMMAUS? 

 

 In this ultimate measure of history, Emmaus is truly a long way from the starting point of the 

disciples' journey. Their discovery brought them far from their first moorings and ushered them 

into a new world. But we will give the rest of this introductory study to a few physical points about 

the story in preparation for subsequent studies. 

 Like many sacred sites, the precise location of Emmaus remains a matter of debate, 'Imwas, as 

the Arabic name goes, lying close to Latrun on the edge of the hill country and the plain, is the best 

claimant for the honour. Its name tallies with the original, as no other possible places do. It is the 

Emmaus noted in the First Book of Maccabeus 3.40 and 57, and 4.3 and 25 as the site of the battle 

where Judas Maccabeus vanquished Gorgias. From the 3rd century, it was known also as 

Nicopolis, and Eusebius, Origen and Jerome all favour its identification with the "village" of St. 

Luke. 

 That very term, though, is one of the difficulties, since a town of its size and story would seem 

to be too large to be described with the Greek word xwme by an accurate historian, unless it be that 

the devastation of A.D. 4, under Varus, had so to speak ruined it into lower status. In any case it is 

worth noting that the two disciples were walking in territory so lately reminded of the brutal power 

of Roman arms. Suppose some "Roman legionary had broken into their exchanges with his 

peremptory demand for service (cf. St. Matthew 5-41).  But even without him, their sense of the 

oppressive tyranny that had scarred Emmaus only made more plaintive their despair about the dead 

Messiah. 



 The other difficulty in the identification of CImwas.with the Emmaus of St. Luke is the distance. 

It is some hundred and sixty furlongs from Jerusalem, a hundred more than the usual figure in the 

Gospel. There are, however, at least two important Greek texts of St. Luke which do in fact read 

160 furlongs. If we take this figure, there is still the problem of the feasibility of that return journey 

back to Jerusalem within the period between a supper "toward evening and the day far spent" and 

the disciples conclave in the Upper Room. The latter of course may well have been prolonged, in 

the excitement and wonder. Cleopas and his colleague may have taken donkeys for their hasty 

nocturnal errand. But how about their covering so long a distance outward from Jerusalem? For 

answer, one may at least cite the experiment of six priests who in 1042 did the journey both ways 

between 6 a.m, and 7 p.m., with two hours stay in CImwas, following the old Roman road. The 

ruins of the earliest known church in Palestine are located in „Imwas, marking we may assume the 

house of Cleopas. 

 It is, however, the event rather than the site, with which we are here concerned. The furlongs to 

Emmaus pass through a map of the soul, whatever the exact distance of road and track they covered 

on the hills. The landmarks are not only the turns and tors of the countryside, but the vicissitudes of 

memory and the exegesis of the prophets. There is a stranger on the road that is familiar; on His 

pathway of the divine will they are more strangers still. His unrecognised presence brings 

unrecognised thoughts. They reach their journey's end before they come to any home of the 

understanding. 

 But they are both courteous and wistful. Their traditions of hospitality and their own homeless 

spirits prompt the same invitation: "Abide with us," and overcome the oriental impulse with which 

"He made as though He would have gone further." Constrained by double urgency, He becomes 

their guest and at home with them at bread brings all the exchanges of the road to a like climax of 

rest.  The guest of their wistfulness becomes the Master of their peace. In the setting of their own 

invitation. His illumination comes. 

 Our study must be informed from start to finish with the quiet realities of this story — the 

Presence, the Scriptures, the deep memory of a cross rewarding with evil a teacher's good, the 

power of sacrament and the gentleness of wisdom. But with these, there are some simple warnings. 

"Who is blind as my servant?" asked the old prophet (Isaiah 42.19).  Through St. Luke 24 runs this 

strange fact of how much a stranger Christ can be even to those who have long been His disciples. 

"Have I been so long time with you and yet hast thou not known me?" (St. John 14.9) was His 

comment to Philip, whom so often the Church resembles. 

 There is this patient impatience about our Lord's conversation with the two men. Here were the 

prophets wrestling with the mystery of redemption out of suffering: here was Jeremiah and the 

suffering servant — figures in whose history the marks of Messianic precedent were to be 

discerned. Yet somehow only Jesus discerned them and the Scriptures, for all their meticulous 

examination and their orthodox deference, were somehow closed to their active judgements. Their 

own inheritance did not control their expectations. When Messiah came He could only be Himself 

disconcertingly — the expected Who, the unexpected How. 

 Hence the firm but gentle rebuke: "Too slow of wit, too dull of heart!" The smallest change in a 

Hebrew character would give a reading that confesses this as they returned. No one would like to 

part with the exclamation about the burning hearts (v. 32). For we are entirely certain that it is 

poetically right and manuscript evidence is almost unanimous. Yet, for all that, the slightest variant 

of a copyist's pen and we have the Aramaic for "heavy" instead of "aglow." It is possible to let the 

two meanings penetrate each other. For there are spaces and yearnings in men's hearts which are 



often all the more wistful for being opaque and weary. When Christ draws near to fill them there is 

a something that stirs, before there is wit and will to embrace. 

 How much of the world is like this! How much the Gospel has to bear with the impediments to 

recognition that belong with the familiarities of thought. Men's eyes are holden by the shape of 

their own outlook. Yet there are intimations of truth within the very sources of confusion. 

Compassion must always temper the form of our intercourse with men's dulness or error, since even 

their perversity sets the context of our ministry. 

 Thus it was on the Emmaus road. These furlongs we travel are not only the ordered sequence of 

Christ in His unfolding truth, nor yet simply the progress of our own Christian experience. They are 

the symbols of every man's way through gloom or perplexity or the fear to believe. We shall never 

take the way with them in the assurance of witness unless we can measure its milestones of dismay 

and incredulity.  To do both in that area of common humanity which the Church and the mosque 

co-inhabit is the purpose of all that follows. 

 "As they communed together and reasoned..." Community is the crux of all study. "The world" 

wrote John Wesley, "has no room for a solitary Christian." Neither has Christian doctrine: it is a 

faith that requires the fellowship it creates. Jesus our Lord, Cleopas and his fellow — this is the 

partnership of authority and unity in which the Christian learns his faith. 

 But he is on a road which is now, in the lapse of the centuries, peopled by new folk and 

stretching through fresh scenes. Islam, some six centuries on, re-opened in retrospect those themes 

with which Cleopas and 'x' went out from Jerusalem. The days of our time run through different 

noons to other .evenings. Yet Jesus as the Christ, the clue to God and man, is still the light of 

opened hearts. 

 

QUESTIONS FOR STUDY AND DISCUSSION 

 

(1) How, briefly, would you describe the impulse and state of mind, in which the two disciples went 

from Jerusalem to Emmaus? 

(2) What is the point behind the idea of imagining the unknown disciple 'x' as a Muslim? Of course 

to do so puts time out of joint and only partly fits. But how far, and why, is it proper to think 

of any thoughtful Muslim as involved in what the two travellers were discussing? 

(3)  We are so accustomed to seeing the Cross in the light of Christ's own interpretation and of the 

Resurrection. How do you think it looked in the immediate aftermath of the disciples' 

experience, stunned and shattered as they were? ( 

(4) What bearing does the answer to (3) have on the Muslim notion that a successful plot to kill 

Jesus is unthinkable?  

(5) "He was known in the breaking of the bread." What significance do you find in the fact that it 

was not, finally, the words and arguments used, but something done, which brought the light 

to dawning point? What meaning does this have for our studies and evangelism? 

(6) How may the Church today make real for those outside the faith the illumination that is "in the 

breaking of the bread," seeing that it is just this which outsiders do not share?  

(7) (7) Despite (g) the Supper would certainly have had no climax but for the talk in the way. How 

can we more wisely and worthily 'speak' Christ to our fellow men ? 

(8) What would you think to be the main content of our Lord's interpretation of "Moses and the 

Prophets" (v. 27)? How would it bear on Muslim attitudes to them? 



(9) "Two of them went..." What circumstances of friendship or common experience have you lately 

been through with another person that were, or could have been, a kind of Emmaus road of 

intellectual and spiritual converse? 

(10) “The Christian learns his faith" What are the right conditions ?  How far are we to Emmaus? 

 

 


