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As I have mentioned many times before, I am not a great fan of walking, except behind the lawnmower, so I perhaps have never put myself in the shoes of these two followers of Jesus, but I wonder how many of you who wander the country paths and lanes have a feeling of Jesus walking beside you, as you meander through the beautiful countryside?
We meet these two followers of Jesus travelling out from Jerusalem to the village of Emmaus on the afternoon of Easter day. Much has been written about who these two people actually are, they were not one of the twelve, or at this time eleven, because we know that one was called Cleopas. Perhaps they were meant to be anonymous, so that we can put ourselves in their shoes. The two people, though, are clearly deeply affected by the things that have happened over the weekend, and are engrossed in their discussion of it, the result of which is to make them appear downcast. They, like all the other followers of Jesus, cannot make out what has happened and why. 
As Jesus appears beside them we hear how they were kept from recognising him. This copies the story of Mary Magdalene at the tomb when she did not realise that she is in the presence of Jesus. When was the last time you met someone you know really well, but in a context and place you weren’t expecting to see them, and you didn’t immediately realise who they were? The time which really stands out in my life was some 40 years ago as I was in the toilets at Los Angeles train station and met a met a school friend who I hadn’t seen for 4 years or so. Although train station toilets aren’t the best places to stare at folk, it did take a few glances before I realised who it was.
These followers of Jesus might have only ever seen him from a distance, perhaps they were there t the feeding of the 5,000, but were sat near the back of the crowd. Karen is learning that as clergy we get to meet 100’s of folk through funerals, weddings, baptisms and school events and occasionally someone comes up to us and we then struggle to place them when we perhaps meet them in the supermarket or pub. 
The two walking home on the road to Emmaus may even have been wishing that this stranger would leave them alone, and were more intent on giving him the cold shoulder to get rid of him. They wouldn’t at that point have known who to trust, and although social convention may well have been a bit different in those days, but most of us are very suspicious when a complete stranger comes up and starts talking to us.
Anyway, Jesus does come alongside and asks them what they’re talking about so intently. It is interesting that he doesn’t introduce himself to them, you could say he is being a bit naughty and was trying to find out what folk really are thinking about him 
In their reply they not only describe what has happened but also betray something of the struggle between hope and fear that has been going on in their own lives. They also say how their hopes in Jesus, are no more. They had wanted so much that he would be the Messiah and their saviour, but it seems to them that their hopes and dreams have come to nothing. 
Jesus is quite stern and perhaps cross with them when he replies ‘how foolish you are and how slow of heart to believe all that the prophets have said.” Is this something Jesus is still saying to us, his modern-day followers, who in essence should know better, and believe more deeply because we have the full story in front of us and have pondered on the story for many years. Sadly, I am sure there is still some frustration Jesus feels in all of our understandings of his life and death. Frustrations that although we say we walk beside him, we too are not fully recognising him or acknowledging his presence.
The way Luke records this story makes it clear that there is a suffering side to our faith, and Luke also lays the foundation for the use of the Old Testament in the rest of the New Testament. Luke himself does not quote from the Jewish Scriptures as much as, for example, Matthew, but he is still careful to include many aspects of. This is even more apparent when we read through The Acts of the Apostles, a lot of the sermons he records there are dependent on the Old Testament for their support.
Some Christians sadly do away with the Old Testament, declaring that it is not needed, and not worthy of attention for Christians, but if you are one of these beware, Archbishop Stephen is very keen that we all still use the Old Testament and especially the Psalms, as Karen and I found out at the quiet day he led a couple of months ago. Jesus was brought up on the Jewish scripture and uses it to direct his life, and expects all of his followers to follow suit, then and now.
After the meal, and their recognition of who this stranger was, Jesus suddenly departs. The two walkers rush off to tell the disciples who are still locked away for safety to only find out that Simon has seen Jesus too. The situation of despair and hopelessness has, within a couple of short encounters, turned to delight and celebration.
It’s often the case that we find ourselves in situations which seem hopeless and desperate. Nothing seems to make sense. All we know is that there should be hope and that there is a way out, but we just can’t work it out. Actually, Jesus is with us in those situations. His presence is very real, but we sadly don’t immediately recognise it. When we do feel his presence and can finally acknowledge that Jesus is there with us, the despair turns to hope, and the peace in our life returns. It doesn’t matter how bad our life is if we can acknowledge Jesus’ presence we can feel a load lifted from us. Our faith may not give us all the answers we want, these two walkers were probably left with more questions than answers, but it gives us the confidence that we can truly face the future with hope.
Jesus met with these two walkers in a very ordinary situation. They were just walking along a lane together. They were just sharing a simple evening meal together, as they might well have done before with other strangers. There was nothing extraordinary in their situation, no tongues of fire, no rushing wind, no angelic messenger, no stirring sermon, just the sudden realisation that Jesus was alive and was with them. We don’t have to look for the spectacular to find Jesus. Yes, he may well make his presence felt at times of great drama or emotion, but more often than not we can simply encounter him in the everyday things of life.
Jesus wants to transform our hopelessness and despair into hope and joy. He longs for us to recognise him and acknowledge him. Jesus is alive, and he wants us to share our life with him and with others we meet on our travels and perhaps at our meal tables. 

