
LENT     COURSE     2013     

   Week     Two:      On     the     Road  .  

As preparation for next Tuesday, read one or more of the following 
meditations which introduce the themes of the session. 

Please     bring     with     you   a picture which expresses the theme ‘on the road’: 
it could be a coastal footpath, a signpost, a motorway service station…

1.     Pilgrimage  

The journey from Nazareth to Jerusalem was very familiar to Jesus. 
Every year, as faithful Jews, his family would have travelled to the city. 
As Jesus and his family walked for several days with all their friends and 
neighbours, it must have looked like the original Exodus – crowds and 
crowds of Jewish families with babies strapped to their mothers, tired 
toddlers riding on their fathers’ shoulders, donkeys laden with luggage. 
Knots of people talked and argued and told stories and caught up on the 
gossip as they walked. They saw familiar landmarks along the way and 
perhaps they reminisced about previous pilgrimages, their stories 
observing the landmarks of their family history: the time a donkey grew 
lame, or someone forgot to bring the cooking pot, or the children found 
some wild honey, or thought they saw a lion – or the time a son was lost 
and found…

Like festivalgoers and holidaymakers today, we can imagine families 
heading for their favourite spots and making camp for the night, hailing 
the acquaintances they see on this trip every year and inviting them to 
sit and share their basic meals. Mary and Joseph didn’t look for their 
twelve- year-old son, they assumed he was with friends or relations 
somewhere in the vast throng, and presumably only discovered his 
absence when families were coming together again towards evening, to 
eat and settle down for the night.

In a time of quiet today, read and reflect on two Gospel accounts of 
Jesus’ pilgrimages to Jerusalem (Luke 2:41–51; 19:28–44). One in 
boyhood and one a few days before his death, they encompass a life 



which was punctuated by regular pilgrimages. For Jesus, following the 
Way was a way of life.

2.     The     journey  

The man in the airport is in his twenties, tanned and grubby but smiling 
broadly. A bright cotton scarf flaps round his neck as he heaves his 
rucksack onto his shoulders: a string of little bells dangles from one of 
the straps and a battered copy of the Lonely Planet Guide to India pokes 
out of a side pocket. He is the epitome of modern travel: solitary, 
adventurous, travelling for travel’s sake and for the joy of discovery. This 
kind of travelling was celebrated by the post-war novel, On the Road, 
which describes a road trip across America. Nothing matters except the 
road ahead.

The TV advert from the Irish Tourist Board begins, ‘Ireland. . . first 
discovered by Alfredo diManzo – just this morning!’ The advert ends 
enticingly, ‘Discover your very own Ireland’. It is as if today’s tourist is a 
modern Marco Polo. 

It may be that our view of travel owes much to our cultural history. We 
remember the heroic individuals – from Christopher Columbus to 
Captain Scott – who ventured to far-off lands against overwhelming 
odds. Many of our oldest stories celebrate the lonely adventures of a 
hero; Jason and Odysseus, the quests of King Arthur and his knights…

The Jews of Jesus’ time told very different stories about travel. For them, 
journeys did not primarily represent an adventure or a solitary quest: 
they remembered the Exodus, when their entire nation escaped from 
Egypt and wandered in the wilderness for forty years before reaching the 
Promised Land. The Pilgrimage Festival of Booths is, in part, a 
celebration of this great journey, and in the first century, Jews still 
travelled to Jerusalem as an explicit act of remembrance. For Jesus and 
his people, journeys were undertaken because they were necessary; 
they were long and arduous; above all, they were shared. The people 
walked together as families, as communities and as a nation, and the 
Lord watched over his beloved people, as he did in the wilderness.

The Christian life is often seen as a journey. In a time of quiet, reflect on 
these different views of travel, and consider your own understanding of 



the Way. Do you see it as a solitary spiritual quest? Or do you see it as a 
shared journey which you undertake with those closest to you, with your 
church and your community? Is it a lifelong adventure with God? Today, 
take some time to reflect on how you are following the Way.

3.     The     road     to     Emmaus  

When we think of the story of the two disciples on the road to Emmaus, 
we tend to imagine ‘a contemplative stroll through a shaded landscape. 
However, in reality, the circumstances were a lot less peaceful. Imagine 
such a story happening today, it might be in the context of a war zone or 
civil uprising, not unlike present-day Israel – Palestine, Syria or 
Afghanistan. The two disciples are ‘co-conspirators on the run’: their 
leader has been executed, their associates are in hiding, and they are 
heading for a safe house at Emmaus with the religious authorities and 
the Roman army at their heels.

Travel was a risky business at any time of day; in Jesus’ parable of the 
Good Samaritan, a man is beaten and robbed by bandits who were 
hiding by the road, waiting to catch unwary and unprotected travellers. 
Towards nightfall, it was essential for travellers to find food and lodging 
wherever they could, and homeowners would readily offer hospitality to 
unexpected visitors, as they still do in the Middle East today. Someone 
in Emmaus that night may well have prepared a meal in readiness for 
the two disciples, but it seemed obvious to them that Jesus should share 
it with them – and he accepted without any fuss.

In a time of quiet today, read through this story (Luke 24:13–35) and 
imagine you are one of those fugitives escaping from Jerusalem that 
afternoon, with your head full of the terrifying events of the last few days, 
and your heart broken by disappointment. Jesus is dead and your life is 
in danger. You take to the stony, dusty road with several hours’ walking 
ahead of you and the sun in your eyes. You do what you can to shield 
your face with the cloths around your head; the stranger who joins you is 
similarly swathed. Perhaps you are afraid of him at first, worried that he 
is a spy come to betray your whereabouts to the authorities. What would 
you make of his apparent ignorance of all the recent events which fill 
your thoughts? As he is walking with you, talking, his wisdom stirs you: 
you have not felt like this since Jesus died. As darkness reclaims the 



road you have walked and you arrive at the village, is your mysterious 
companion really going to carry on walking? You press him to come 
inside with you to eat and rest for the night.

An opportunity to freshen up and have a meal at the end of a long 
journey is always welcome. Water… bread… wine… Looking the 
stranger full in the face as he utters familiar words of blessing… 

Then he is gone. 

Now you are heading out into the pitch blackness to walk straight back 
to Jerusalem – back to the lion’s den, where anyone might recognise 
you and where Roman soldiers are standing armed at every turn, 
looking for other known troublemakers to round up…

In your imagination, walk the road to Emmaus today. Reflect on the 
motivation for the journey there and back again; consider the risks and 
the personal cost; above all, dwell on the encounter which inspires you 
to walk back. Hold your thoughts and feelings in prayer.

 Based on material from  ‘Encountered: meeting God in everyday places’ 
by Claire Benton Evans and published by Kevin Mayhew in 2009.


