It’s not so unusual I understand for people, when they have lost someone very close to them, their husband or wife, parent or child, brother or sister – to be certain they have seen that person, perhaps walking a bit ahead of them in a crowded street, or entering a shop or disappearing round a corner. Not a close encounter, but  an elusive sighting of someone just too far ahead to catch up with, a glimpse  out of the corner of the eye, the impression of a familiar walk or body-shape, or even hairstyle or item of dress, disappearing from view. 
Glimpses which may occasionally bring comfort, though it seems rather more likely that such encounters would have the opposite effect, unsettling and unresolved.

For the two disciples who were walking from Jerusalem to Emmaus that day, it might not have been surprising if they had found Jesus apparently walking a little way behind them – or a little way in front. They had lived through some incomprehensible events in the past few days; the surreptitious arrest of Jesus, the horror of his crucifixion, the desolation of his burial in a barren, rocky tomb, and the extraordinary claims of the few who had ventured out at the break of dawn just that very morning.

But the lone figure who joined them, walking beside them along the road was a complete stranger. It was risky for any traveller walking alone – or even in a pair, through the rocky terrain. Perhaps they may have recalled for a moment Jesus’ story of the Good Samaritan. A man was travelling along when he fell among thieves, who beat him, stripped him, robbed him and left him for dead… 
The stranger was dressed like them, spoke like them – seemed like one of them and fell easily into conversation with them as they walked along companionably. “What were you talking about?” he enquired, having joined their discussion in mid-discourse. Yet the two were puzzled. This man surely had just come, as they had, from Jerusalem. This man surely was aware, as they were, of the demise of the famed Jesus of Nazareth, and of the hue and cry that had accompanied his execution.

How could he NOT know? And so the whole story tumbled out, in an outpouring of grief and anger and fear and dismay and incredulousness. An overwhelming torrent of emotion wiping out every thought, every memory, every possibility, apart from those of the very recent past. 
And, perhaps exhausted by that torrent, the two lapsed into silence as they strode on together, whilst he took up the role of teacher and interpreter. Reaching the village which was the end of their journey, the two pressed their companion to stay, pressed him to come in with them rather than travelling on as he seemed about to do. Yet, it seems, not because they felt any kinship toward the stranger but simply because it was prudent to accept shelter for the night rather than going on alone in the dark. 

Luke gives no clue as to who these two were, beyond that they were ‘disciples’ and that one of them was named Cleopas. Certainly not any of the twelve, - and maybe not even of the immediate group who had accompanied Jesus throughout his ministry; perhaps it’s not surprising they didn’t recognise their mysterious travelling companion because they were only fringe-members of the group that had followed him about, perhaps they hadn’t got close enough to know Jesus very well.
Although the conclusion to this episode suggests otherwise; there was instant recognition when he “took the bread, blessed and broke it and gave it to them.” It was nothing special, the most common hospitality at table in Jewish custom, yet then were their eyes opened. And “that same hour,” they set out throwing away all caution and returned straight way to Jerusalem, to seek out the eleven and their companions. 
Like the other recorded appearances of the risen Christ following the Resurrection, this is a close and very personal encounter. Not one of those fleeting glances I mentioned earlier, nor some ghostly apparition produced from the dark depths of our mourning, but a very real, prolonged and profound experience of Him who was called Christ.

Yet each of those episodes shares the same mystery; Jesus came and stood among them, or in front of them – Mary Magdalene, the two on the road to Emmaus, the gathered company in the locked room, the fishermen casting their nets on the sea of Galilee, and not one recognised the Risen Christ until He did or said something that opened their eyes and their hearts.
And if those who had known Him, those who had seen found it hard to believe, as doubting Thomas was charged, how would those who had not seen? How would they, - we – connect?

According to St Matthew, Jesus had another more prosaic conversation with his disciples not long before they came to Jerusalem, about the nature of recognition. 

I was hungry and you gave me food, I was thirsty and you gave me something to drink, I was a stranger and you welcomed me, 36I was naked and you gave me clothing, I was sick and you took care of me, I was in prison and you visited me.” 
Just in case you think I’m espousing Bishop David’s various crusades for Social Justice, or Archbishop Justin’s imperative about the universal necessity of emergency food-banks, those aren’t the things at the front of my mind today, worthy of our attention as they doubtlessly are.

At the front of my mind, at the centre of my heart today is the matter of how you and I and the folk around encounter God.

We can find God in our world at any time if we are looking out for signs. By seeking God out deliberately, through prayer and silence and stillness, in talking with those who share our faith, those who share different faiths and those who have faith only in their own selves; God reveals Himself to us, through study and exploration - and by seeking us out on the road we walk.

We can often find God in places and ways in which we least expect; in those fleeting half-sightings, those look-alikes that sometimes catch us unawares yet vanish the moment we try to focus on them clearly. In the stranger and the half-familiar we meet on the road, in the shops, outside the pub, the theatre or the train station; in the beauty of sunset or the majesty of thunderstorm; in the song of a song-bird or the laughter of a happy child.  
I wonder how many times every day we meet God without ever recognising the fact.
They will say, Lord when was it that we saw you and did these things? And I will answer, 

“Truly I tell you, just as you did it to one of the least of these who are members of my family,* you did it to me. 

And “Lord, when was it that we saw you hungry or thirsty or a stranger or naked or sick or in prison, and did not take care of you?” 45Then he will answer them, “Truly I tell you, just as you did not do it to one of the least of these, you did not do it to me.” 
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Many of the first disciples met God in the person of Jesus in unlikely places, at unexpected moments; mending fishing nets, counting tax collected in the streets, climbing up into a tree to see what all the fuss is about, fetching water from the well, dragged into the public arena for offending public decency.
Those gathered on the day of Pentecost were anointed by God’s Holy Spirit very publicly and visibly as something like tongues of flame settled over each one – and what a difference that made as we heard in that first reading. Peter raised his voice and addressed the crowd. “Repent, and be baptised in the name of Jesus Christ, so that your sins may be forgiven and you will receive the gift of the Holy Spirit.”
At this service in two weeks time, young Thomas will receive that gift. I will anoint him with the oil of baptism and pour the water of baptism over his head. I’m not sure we’ll see the Holy Spirit, either as tongues of flame or as a dove alighting on his head, (for which I’m sure his family will be most relieved) but the Spirit will be here, of that there is no doubt.

Two weeks after that with God’s grace another Tomas will also be baptised in this service; this one a little older and a great deal taller. And in the four weeks after that five more children will begin their journey in faith in faith.
Not quite as impressive as on that Day when the Spirit first came to rest, and three thousand persons were added to their number, but for each of them I hope and pray it will be a life-changing encounter. At our own baptisms symbolised and visualised by anointing and water, we have each received God’s forgiveness and the gift of God’s Spirit. 
Lord our God, we pray that you will make yourself known to us today, that our hearts too may burn within us, that we may journey on forever in your company and that you will make yourself known to us in the breaking of the bread.  Amen
