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One of my favourite things to do is to travel the Luas. It’s not that the Luas is particularly comfortable or glamorous (indeed if I had to do it daily chances are I would get sick of it quickly), but the Luas is a wonderful place for people watching.  It often provides insights as to how we interact with one another. 
I’m often amazed at the lengths people will do to avoid having to actively engage with those who are around them. On the Luas, you could have dozens of people crammed into a small space, all of them doing whatever they can to avoid having to make human contact with those around them. Look around you next time, see the very intentional effort people make to avoid eye contact.  Notice the number of people pretending to read something very important on their phones, when we all know they are just updating their Facebook page.  Notice the number of people who plug in to their headphones. And I get it, we have had a long day, we just want to get home.  The last thing I want is to have to engage in conversation with a stranger. I wonder though what we lose because of our non-engagement?
Last week I had a hospital appointment, one of those appointments that required a fair bit of waiting around, I was there for almost 3 hours in the end. Most people in the waiting room are playing the non-engagement game, checking their phones, reading the newspaper, whatever. But then a man probably in his early 50 took a seat beside me, and started to engage me in a conversation, and I’ll be honest, I didn’t feel at my best, and I could hear an inward groan in my stomach.  Now I have been brought up with good manners, and I would never ignore someone, but in the back of my mind I started to list of ways in which I might be able to escape, could I sneak out for a coffee, when the next name is called, could I pretend that was me, could I pretend I smoked and excuse myself for some necessary nicotine. 
But I engaged. We started sharing stories, nothing too heavy, but enough for us to find something of our common humanity. I heard about his life, he heard a bit about mine, and when the doctor did eventually call one of our names, there was a sense that we had been blessed through our engagement.
In the story from our gospel today, two followers of Jesus are going to a village called Emmaus, Jesus has died and they are talking about what this might mean for them.  While they are talking to one another, a man comes alongside them. Now, we are told that it is Jesus, but the disciples are unaware, to them he is just a stranger on the road.  We don’t know why they don’t know its him, but we are told that their eyes were kept from recognising him.  And this stranger engages them in conversation, and they begin to tell their story.  And the conversation evolves such that when they arrive at their destination, they are not ready to break off this encounter, so they say come eat with us. And as they gather around the hospitality of bread they suddenly recognise who it is they are eating with, but then as quickly as the stranger arrives, Jesus vanished from their sight. And we have this wonderful line, ‘Were not our hearts burning within us while he was talking to us on the road’.
Could this week’s gospel be any clearer? The risen Christ is with us always… all through the day, in everyone we meet, in the stranger who sit beside us on trans and hospital waiting rooms. But too often, he goes unrecognized, and all too often we forgo those opportunities to have our hearts burn within us.
We have become an encounter averse society, and I think as a result of it we are losing something. Encountering one another, hearing one another stories, often invites us into unexpected terrain, sacred ground, where growth happens.
There is a story told of an old monastery where the monks have lost their love for one another.  The Abbot, not sure what to do seeks out the advice of an old hermit who lives not too far away.  When he arrives at the hermits house he tells the story of how the monks who used to hold one another in such high esteem have started to bicker and criticize. Those who once love on another have become cynical and indifferent.  The hermit thinks for some time, and goes off to pray.  He comes back and ushers the Abbot to come close, and he whispers something.  ‘No one know this’ he says, ‘but one of the monks in the monastery is Jesus’.  ‘Who?’ askes the Abbot, ‘I do not know’ replies the hermit.
The abbot goes home and tells the rest of the monks the news.  The monks look around them.  Surely it can’t be brother Mark, who slurps his soup, of brother James who falls asleep during chapel.  Surely it can’t be brother Martin who keeps us all awake with his snores. But what if it is brother Mark, or James or Martin.  
The story goes, that as the weeks passed on, the monastery that has grown cold began to find its love again, as the residents began to treat on another as if they might be Jesus.
How differently might we treat those we meet in our daily lives if we lived with the idea that they might be Jesus.  How might we hear on another’s stories differently.  Might we learn to see one another stories as precious and vital.  Might our hearts be open to encounter the possibility of Christ in one another.
 
