
"I would have you know the magnitude of the struggle in which I am engaged... that they 

may be led to a complete comprehension of God's secret which is nothing less than 

Christ."      (St. Paul) 

 

THE CHRISTIAN LEARNS HIS FAITH 

 

A Series of Studies on the Christian Faith and Life set out in the framework of the 

Emmaus Road, as described in St Luke's Gospel, Chapter 24, v. 13 to 35. 

 

(1) HOW FAR TO EMMAUS?  

(2) THIS CRUCIFIXION  

(3) THE MESSIAH  

(4) GOD AND HIS MERCY  

(5) "ALL THE PROPHETS"  

(6) GOD IN HISTORY 

(7) GOD AND HIS UNITY 

(8) THE INCARNATION 

(9) JESUS "STRONG IN ACTION AND UTTERANCE"  

(10) DISCIPLES OF THE CHRIST 

 

These are the themes it is hoped to treat during the period September, 1962 to June, 1963- 

 They do not, of course, complete the story or the faith, which carry over into later 

topics. There are certainly more than ten furlongs to Emmaus! 

 

 These Papers replace OPERATION REACH, published between 1937 and 1962. 

 

 

THE CHRISTIAN LEARNS HIS FAITH 

 

 A story by a modern essayist tells of a man who wanted to learn French. Discovering 

that French derived largely from Latin, he decided that it was his first duty to study Latin. 

Then he came to understand that Sanskrit had preceded Latin and ought to be known by a 

worthy Latin scholar. Sanskrit in turn proved to be dependent on a still earlier language 

whose grammar was said to be a necessary concern for any one whose business it was to 

work in Sanskrit. Mercifully, however, this pre-Sanskrit tongue had not survived — 

which was perhaps a fortunate accident from the point of view of the man's studies in 

French. 

 It is not only in the field of language that one meets a similar kind of recession 

backwards whereby one concern involves us in something antecedent. Where-ever we 

start in any study there is something before the point where we begin. In faith and 

theology to understand rightly is to look further. We see this clearly on the Emmaus road 

where the two disciples begin with their desperate perplexities about the Cross. These 

drive them into the mystery of the Messiah and thus into the very nature and design of the 

God Whose servant Messiah is. 

 If there is this movement inward from a starting point to what is prior, from the 

derivative to the ultimate, there is necessarily a movement also in the other direction. If 



we claim to speak and think about the most final things we must be ready to trace and 

recognise them in their more immediate and proximate expression. When this situation is 

kept clearly in view and has the patient treatment it deserves, not a few issues between 

Islam and Christianity are set in proper perspective. 

  Islam is very careful to begin with God. Its creed confesses that there is none but He. Its 

whole instinct is to begin and end in this stark, utter, total reality of God. In this 

magnificent mood, it tends to be impatient, not to say critical, about the apparent 

absorption of Christian faith in other themes which it regards as endangering, if not 

actually compromising, this central reality of the Divine Unity. The Gospel as confessed 

by Christianity makes undue concentration on the person of Jesus. Why are we not 

content to see Him within the prophetic sequence, honoured, even unique, yet always 

man and servant? Why do we confuse the reality and sovereignty of God with doctrines 

about the divinity and status of Jesus? Why do we allow Christology to complicate and 

jeopardise a true theology? Why do we mingle complexities about the Holy Trinity in 

confession of the Unity? Has not devotion to the person of Jesus somehow displaced a 

true passion for the Lordship of God? Have we not absolutised what is relative and 

exalted what is human? 

 Christians need to be patient with the demand behind this concern. How right it is to 

begin with God, as Islam imperiously requires. Our question as Christians is not whether 

we should do this: on that obligation we are unanimous. The matter really has to do with 

how. For when we determine we will begin and end with God, we discover that this very 

desire involves us in the related realms through which we do so. 

 A little reflection makes clear why this must necessarily be the case. The only feasible 

way to begin with God is to look for His initiatives in coming to meet us. The belief that 

there are, and will be, such initiatives is simply the other side of the fact that we begin 

with Him. To suppose that we could 'find Him' solely by our own initiatives and ventures 

would be a poor sort of belief in His sovereignty. To presume that our search for Him 

could be adequate aside from His movement usward would be a kind of independence of 

Him. In the end the only way to begin with God is to seek Him through those things in 

which He seeks us. 

 So we are back at the proximate and the dependent, back in nature and history and 

human meanings. Truly we must not stop short of Him in handling and receiving these 

realms. To do so is the temptation of the humanist and the scientific mind. But it must 

none the less be through and by these things that we return to Him. We find Him in the 

criteria that He Himself has given. It is only in His light that we can see light. To expect 

to come to Him save where and as He comes to us would in a sort of paradox be a kind of 

atheism. Belief in God must mean belief in His will and capacity to be believed in. This 

brings us again to revelation and it is just here that the fact of Christ is, for Christians, the 

fact of God experimentally known. 

 "He that cometh to God" says Hebrews 11.6, "must believe that He is...". Theology, 

truly, begins with God, but only in seeking Him by the way of His own invitations. As we 

take the path back from things — from creation, law, man, revelation, nature, grace — 

we are rightly beginning with Him. All these are His coming to us at our end. These are 

His openness on our side. These are where His being, opaque to us by its very glory, 

becomes luminous to our minds and spirits. 



 So the Christian begins with God even when he seems to be starting from elsewhere. 

For him, the heart and climax of the Divine knowability belong with the fulness of Jesus 

as the Christ. The Divine presence lies in our experience of Christ. The earthly life of 

Jesus we have learned to take as the great historic act of God's love for man. We find God 

where we believe He has set His own self-definition, sure, authentic and discernible, and 

present within human history. The Christology of the Christian faith is the clue to its 

theology, because the knowledge of God, which is the business of theology, is made 

finally ours through and in Jesus as the Christ. 

 An old Irishman, a country farmer, was once asked by a travelling stranger the way to 

Roscommon. After long pause, he replied: "If I were going to Roscommon, I wouldn't be 

starting from here." Not a useful piece of direction: but it has its point. Where do we start 

from when we want the way to God? Are we not more truly set to end in and with Him, if 

we believe that 'He reaches down into our starting points? For these will surely be in the 

midst of our mortality and our finitude, in the world as we know it and life as it meets us. 

We shall be more, not less, committed loyally to His sovereignty if we believe that it 

extends out into our immediate circumstances to set us on our true way home into Him. 

 It is just this which Christianity lives by, as the glorious reality of God in Christ. 

History yields no perfect analogy of this mystery. But it would be unwise to reproach it 

on the ground that it is a Christology and not a theology. The one is simply the form of 

the other. Should we say that a man who was deep in the study of Hamlet ought rather to 

be concerning himself with Shakespeare? Could an eager explorer of Manhattan be 

reproached for neglecting New York? Will it be disregard, or discovery, of Beethoven to 

give one's self joyously to the rapture of his Symphonies? Do we fail to end in God 

because we begin with Christ? 

 Rather not. In the telling phrase of Isaiah 25.3, we have "stopped at God" when we 

have come to rest in the significance of Jesus. Thus the New Testament is not wisely 

reproved because it is not perpetually re-iterating the Oneness of God, but is rather 

exploring the mysteries of Bethlehem, Calvary and the Resurrection. For these latter are 

the operative meaning of the former. It is as we see and learn their Wonder that we know 

how truly "there is none but He", God blessed for ever. 

 So in retracing the Steps of thought through the upward, or inward, sequence, we 

move from where we begin in experience to the end where all begins in God. The logic of 

heaven proceeds from the actual despair of the disciples. With them, as a living theology, 

it travels the Emmaus road, moving; not in the abstractions of the philosophic chair, but 

in the travail of the desperate. It uncovers the necessity of the Cross as the clue to their 

passionate perplexity. Thence it makes its sure way into the true Messiah identified by 

suffering, and the root of this identity in the nature of the compassionate God. The 

patterns of the Jerusalem climax, studied through the tears of Emmaus, are learned as the 

shape of the Divine mind. The measure of their sorrow of heart is simply that the Divine 

Lordship and the Divine integrity have been at stake in the Master's humiliation. The 

dimensions of their discovery in knowing Him risen are the new Shape of their 

knowledge of God. . 

 The whole, both despair and assurance, is theological. Here, of course, our first 

'parable' of the grammarian quite fails us. For there, the line from French, to Latin, to 

Sanskrit, to 'x', though arguable, is academic and scholastic only. One can speak tolerable 

French without a shred of Latin and even Cicero knew no Sanskrit. Moreover, the last 



language in the sequence is, happily, out of reach. Not so the links of circumstance to 

theology, and of life to faith. The disciples cannot reckon with Jesus crucified without 

this torment of spirit about His being Messiah. They cannot identify Him, so crucified, as 

Messiah, without being thereby lifted into new and revolutionary beliefs about how God 

must be to have fulfilled Himself through such Messiahship.  The earlier stages of that 

Emmaus road we have already traced (Papers,2 and 3.). Our business here is to concern 

ourselves with the Divine mercy, in the fulness of its meaning, as disclosed and defined 

in the shape of those events. Not all may be disposed to accept those events as in fact 

definitive of the mercy of God: but none will understand the Christian definition of that 

mercy unless they read it in them. 

 

 If for the moment we use this word 'mercy' to describe God in His relation with men, 

we shall find that necessarily there is always this two directional movement. Men in their 

faith move back, as it were, from the things they know and taking them to be indicative 

of God they "come unto Him" from and through them. It may be the Exodus, or the Exile, 

or the strange familiarities of nature, or suffering, or birth, or Bethlehem and the Cross. 

But they can only rightly do so if these situations or events are in truth the points of the 

Divine dealing with men. Where we come to Him in recognition is where He comes to us 

in recognisability. 

 One of the most characteristic phrases of Islamic theology and devotion expresses and 

enshrines this thought. It is the familiar invocation which opens every Surah of the Qur'an 

save Surah c), and the most famous of the Beautiful Names, always linked with the 

Bismillah: Al-Rahman al-Rahim, The kinship in their related meanings is, it may be 

claimed, just this very inter-dependence we have been arguing between God in Himself 

and God in His being known by men. 

 Both words belong, of course to the RHM root: but they are not simply repetitive. The 

progression in their sense is just this one of inherent and experienced quality. AI-

Rahman, in the Bismillah and often elsewhere, is adjectival. It describes Allah. But it is 

also used as a noun, or synonym for God, and seems to have been so used by Muhammad 

in his earliest preaching. Al-Rahim, however, is always adjectival. So the Encyclopedia 

of Islam suggests "the compassionate Compassionator" as the best English rendering. 

"The merciful Lord of mercy" might do as well. 

 The point here is to ask what does the second adjective do to the first, if it does not 

merely re-iterate? And how are both, in the Bismillah, differently descriptive of Him? It 

is well not to be categorical here: verbal definitions in what has to do with God must 

always be reverent and open to mystery. But it would seem fair to claim that Rahman has 

to do with mercy as a constant quality whereas Rahim denotes the actual procedures of 

mercy. Perhaps "the Mercier mercy-ing" gives the progression in English. There is that 

by which God is merciful in Himself and that by which He is proved to be merciful in our 

experience. 

 Turn the descriptives into abstracts: we have then mercy as a 'property' and mercy as 

an activity. 'Property' in day to day English now has quite other meanings. But in its 

essential sense it means that which is proper to, or inherently characteristic of, an entity. 

AI-Rahman means, then, that it is by mercy that God is identifiable as God. But the 

'property' is fulfilled in the activity. There is, so to speak, the music's musician, and the 

musician's music: the one is a 'who': the other is a 'how.' Poetry, we may say, is both in 



the poet, and from him. So the God Who is mercy behaves mercifully. Mercy does (AI-

Rahim) as mercy is (AI-Rahman.) This understanding of the Bismillah would seem to be 

sustained, not only by hints in the exegetes, but by all considerations of alert theology. 

 It will be seen that this reflection on the Bismillah belongs with our previous 

insistence that experience as evidence and the Divine nature as origin must be in mutual 

relationship, if theology is to be complete. Let us apply all this to the experience focused 

on the Emmaus road, in order to see God in His ways, or in Islamic terms to find the 

Rahman as the Rahim. 

 How right it is to begin with the physical setting of that journey. For what we call 

nature is always a point of departure for the sense of God and His grace. The travellers 

from Jerusalem to Emmaus took their way through a remarkable countryside. In a proper 

concentration on their inward feelings, we need not miss the dimension of the external 

scene through which they passed. As it stands, the story betrays no interest in the 

landscape. It may be that in this also "their eyes were holden," and nature held no 

meaning that could compete with their besetting griefs. Or did their very desperation in 

fact turn them for solace towards the eternal hills? 

 It was a rugged terrain. Yet it gave many tokens of an eager husbandry, features that 

proclaimed it "a land which the Lord thy God careth for..." (Deut. 11.12). It was a land of 

"goodly brooks and fountains and depths that spring out of valleys and hills," whose 

fertility rejoiced the farmer and yielded vines and figs, oil and honey, pomegranates and 

barley. The terraced vineyards and fruitful groves were watered by rains from the great 

western sea whose distant horizon lay in view long before Emmaus was reached. 

 Had the travellers been making their way eastward from Jerusalem, going down like 

the man in the parable towards Jericho, they would have encountered a gnarled and 

tortured land, with barren and angry landscapes stretching grimly down into the wastes of 

the Dead Sea basin. But westward their road was through the sown and the benign. The 

long spine of hills which formed the bastions of Samaria and Judea caught in all their 

moods the rough and gentle winds that blew from the bosom of the great sea and so 

answered with grateful waters the aspirations of the valleys. 

 Through these Cleopas and his companion followed the descending road, the welcome 

clouds drifting in above them. Everywhere on the face of the countryside were the marks 

of that simple agriculture which furnished with bread and wine the village tables. Their 

backs were to that cruel enigma of a city, the harsh Jerusalem they had quitted: their faces 

to the lowlands of their nation. And when they turned in, at evening, and sat down to 

meat, their simple board was the sacrament, as well as the refreshment, of their passage. 

The bread they broke was the symbol of the marriage of soul and soil through which their 

way had been. 

 As such, a native land is always the first context of man's discovery of the Rahman. 

He is the Rahim in this indefinable kinship between habitat and man, between the earth 

and the community. The garden and the creature to till and tend it — this was the divine 

design at creation. However revised by technology or neglected by ingratitude, this is still 

the fundamental beginning of the mercy of God. The seasons in their recurrence and the 

processes of seed-time and harvest abide as perpetual sacraments of the goodness of the 

Lord. In that sense the Emmaus journey is none other than the common road of human 

tenancy of the divine bounty. 



 Yet it was more than the bare realities of man and soil, of farm and tillage. For the 

land through which they passed was the home and cradle of their nationhood. Deep in the 

Old Testament understanding of man and God is this theme of 'enlandisement' (if the 

term may be allowed) by which a piece of territory becomes the place of a relationship 

between people and God. "I will be their God and they shall be my people. "This 

covenant hallows the tenancy and the land gives constant shape and token to the 

covenant. 'There is, as it were, a triangular situation —- God, nation, territory. The land 

and the people in their mutuality demonstrate the meaning of God's rule: the people under 

God upon the land embody the fact of God's sovereignty: God by the land and its 

benediction makes good to the people His unfailing compassion. 

 It is in these terms that Old Testament nationhood teaches all peoples how to possess 

their homelands and to offer in thanksgiving both themselves and the fruits of their 

occupancy. So Old Testament feasts are agricultural, firstfruits and harvest. While "the 

ploughman keeps the eternal creation alive" the native son dwells in his terrestrial estate, 

both shaping and being shaped by the strange alchemy of soil and soul. 

 Is there a richer dimension, short of grace itself, in the mercy of God, than this 

reverent love of man for home? Climates, weather, terrain, ecology (i.e. life according to 

its context) — all these vary widely across the earth, as do their consequences in national 

character and traditional culture. But, in some form, kindly or stern, nature makes his 

abode for man and in families and nations grounds and nurtures his being. Was it not by 

"Nazareth", northern town of this same territory, that Jesus had been identified in that 

grim titulus which the Emmaus travellers had seen carried before Him on the Via 

Dolorosa? 

 

GOD AND HIS MERCY: PERSON AND LIFE 

 

 "Of Nazareth" was how Jesus could with truth be described. And Cleopas, we may 

suppose, was "of Emmaus.” And 'X' his Companion must have had a birthplace. The 

mercy of God lay in countryside through which they walked and in the bounty He was to 

bless and break. But it .lay also in themselves as men moving in the midst of history, "I 

am alive, this I," each man in the fact of his own being as a person is a focus of the 

Divine goodness. "It is He that hath made us and not we ourselves" says the 100th Psalm. 

This business of being me, with all its wonder, complexity, demand and potentiality, is 

the gift of God and is for every man unique, irrepeatable, blessed. This is how life is 

constituted, in the mystery of personality, in the self as the conscious centre of love and 

duty, of society and relatedness: each man his ego-centric fount of love and hope, of 

action and desire. 

 How well the two disciples symbolise this truth about us all. There they were as selves 

in the midst of a destiny. As they walked they were the focal point of history. The 

countryside about them was littered with the vestiges of time. Everywhere lay the 

evidences of Roman imperialism, soldiers on the route, peasants reluctantly bearing 

packs for alien sergeants and recalling the Sermon's vivid phrase about the second mile. 

Emmaus itself (assuming the right identification) had been the scene of a bitter 

Maccabean struggle against oppression. These were the foothills of ancient Philistine 

encounters with the men of Israel.  In their generation the two men were the children of 

the centuries. 



 And like every man alive they had their own unique rendezvous with time. Ordinary 

as they were, indeed in the one case so unremarkable as to be anonymous, yet they had 

their part and lot in the greatness of God's design. "The ends of the ages" were in truth 

come upon them. The tragedy in which they brooded in their exchanges was the crux of 

God's redeeming enterprise for the world. Their insignificance had been caught up into 

the meaning of all time, though the price to them was pain and perplexity. 

 Each of us likewise has his own.solitariness, his own destiny, his own necessity to be 

himself in the midst of time and place. The elemental fact is often the one that somehow 

most escapes us. We do not stay to wonder at the mystery of just, being here, in a 'here' 

that is so manifold in quality, so ample in significance. Events in our generation so often 

prejudice us towards a minimising of our humanness. Space is so vast, populations so 

teeming, technology so impersonal, forces moulding our existence so imponderable. The 

person seems a negligible dimension, even a luxury, in the strange cosmic drama and a 

pawn in the play of the world. 

 Yet these very intimations of our frailty and finitude, these threatenings of immensity 

disqualifying our littleness, all proceed within our personal awareness. We grapple with 

the universe even if it only be to discover our puny status. Even the suspicion of 

insignificance is an experience of being by which I am already more than the things that 

seem to dwarf me.  Nor must we lose this miracle of ourselves simply by misconstruing 

the inward researches and conjectures of psychology. There is a strange temptation 

abroad to suppose that what is explicable somehow ceases to be what it is. Analysis 

amounts to a sort of dismissal. We are, it seems to be concluded, no more than the sum 

total of the forces or reactions which allegedly explain our doings and thinkings. Yet, in 

truth, whatever may, or may not, be valid in these accounts, there is still the 'we' they are 

supposedly exploring, 

 So let us take the two men en route to their Emmaus as representative of that exacting 

business of being alive in the real world which is the central truth of Christian doctrine. 

All that has to be said about man in the whole is true about me in the particular. Abraham 

going out of Ur into an unknown: that is me in my generation. I am Peter warming 

himself in the porch and weeping in the darkness: I am the unknown who finds his supper 

guest to be the Lord. I am Thomas "not with them when Jesus came." And being this 'me' 

is the gift and calling of the divine mercy. 

 The truths of the Gospel are universal only that they may become particular. We speak 

of sin and grace, of love and light, only that I may read myself in the prodigal, measure 

myself in the generosity of Mary Magdalene, and offer my loaves and fishes through 

other Andrews to His use. Christianity, truly understood, never allows us to be lost in the 

crowd or merged in generalities. "Who touched Me ?" is still His question, and the person 

must be extricated from the throng face to face to hear the word of peace. "My soul doth 

magnify the Iord" was the first greeting of response to the approaching Incarnation and 

this is the speech of all resulting adoration. 

 Was it not for this cause that so much of the active direction of the New Testament 

comes in letters addressed to Corinth and to Philippi ? How can a faith be adequately 

ordered and expounded in epistles unless it be fulfilled in the personal and the 

communal? Even the Gospels are documents that go from hand to hand about certainties 

that earlier went from mouth to mouth in the currency of personal acceptance and 

obedience. So Rufus, and Tertius, and Hermes, and Patrobas, Philologus and Neria (see 



Romans 16) have their mention in the New Testament for no other reason than that they 

are just people, in Christ. There is no mercy greater than this crux and core of all 

experience, this being me, which the two disciples, named and nameless, signify. 

 

 So we come in this Emmaus triangle, from the road and.the men to the Lord, from 

history and nature, and pilgrims through both, to the Master Himself. That sequence from 

AI-Rahman to al-Rahim moves through each of these. In country side and home, in life 

and mystery, He Who is the merciful makes good His mercy. But the last dimension is in 

the Son of Man, where the God, Whose grace is within the covenant, upon the land, in 

the history and unto everyman, comes conclusively and blessedly into flesh "for us men 

and for our salvation." Christianity believes that a particular stretch of history has within 

itself, by divine achievement, the heart and truth of all experience. It affirms, and lives 

by, the conviction that in and through the issues belonging with the Cross of Jesus divine 

love is identified in its most characteristic action. In this biography, with its climax of 

self-offering, is the active expression of the meaning of God in Heaven. 

 By their history the people to whom the two men belonged had come to think of God 

in intimate association with real events perpetuated in their corporate memory. "I am as I 

am" in Exodus 3.14 had been the reply Moses had received to his query at the burning 

bush as to the identity of the God in Whose Name he was to summon the slave people to 

risk their emancipation through the desert. "I will be there as He whom I there will be" 

was the full meaning of the promise. The God of Exodus would only be known in the 

experience of Exodus. There could be no advance guarantees, no knowledge which did 

not include crossing the sea and Sinai in His company. Thus things lived through, events 

as experienced, are the context in which and through which God is known as He is. "As 

there He has been. He is" becomes the language of faith and assurance. 

 It was, of course, just this quality of events as declarative of God which haunted the 

minds of the disciples as they walked to Emmaus. For the implications of that execution, 

the seeming inability, or unwillingness, of Jesus to secure His own person, the absence of 

all intervention from Heaven to preclude His arrest and death — these had been the 

shattering realities. What had happened had utterly bereft them of hope because the bitter 

action of crucifiers had been met by the total 'inaction' of God, and, caught in this dire 

event, Jesus had succumbed to death. This was the awful wretchedness of the Cross to 

them, helpless, clue-less, cheerless, as they were. 

 

 

QUESTIONS FOR STUDY AND DISCUSSION 

 

1. "Not starting from here." What are in your experience the points from which people 

are most likely to begin when thinking of God? How do they affect the notions or 

beliefs at which they arrive ? 

2. How would you justify the claim that Christian theology must be a theology of "God 

in Christ," because in Christ God has Himself given us the answer to the ultimate 

questions of theology? 

3. In what sense can it be said that there are no tests of God, or of theology, more 

searching and more primal, than those which are involved in Jesus being crucified.? 



How in this way was the Emmaus journey concerned with the most fundamental 

issues of all human life? 

4. Why, then, is Islam right in insisting, as Cleopas also plainly felt, that an inactive 

Heaven in relation to the crucifixion of Jesus is unthinkable? 

5. Why, further, are they wrong in construing this necessary Divine action, as one of 

'rescue' and not of redemptive mastery in death, of the evil that willed to kill? 

6. In the light of previous questions what is meant by suggesting that it is at the Cross 

that the two terms of the Bismillah find their deepest fulfilment and the fullest 

expression of their correlation ? 

7. What, so far as you can discover, do Muslims, either here and now among your 

friends, or formerly in commentary, understand by AI-Rahman and al-Rahim? 

8. What, according to Biblical understanding, is the shape of the Divine mercy in the 

territory and the tenancy that make a nation ? What obligations does the Old 

Testament enjoin in respect of land and people and God? 

9. How could it rightly be said that for me the sum of God's goodness is just the fact of 

'me', the self, ship and captain, with all its mystery and wonder? 

10. "The mercies of God are not less present when we are unaware of them or even 

hostile to their ways." This was certainly true of the disciples when "Jesus Himself 

drew near..." Are our eyes "holden" also? 

 

 


