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 "Breakfast on the Beach" 
 Acts 9:1-20; John 21:1-19 
 The Third Sunday in Easter, April 10, 2016 
 Dr. Catherine E. Taylor 
 
 
My family has been going to the same beach for over fifteen years. 
 We're going back this summer for two weeks  
  and I'm already looking forward to  
   all the things we love about the place.  
The marsh and dock behind the house and the beach across the road,  
 the owls who serenade each other at sundown, 
  the bookstore and coffee shop in town.  
   But most of all the stunning coastal landscape  
    and the sense of the nearness of God.  
The Celts called mountaintops and beaches "thin places"i  
 where the distance between us and God  
  seems less, and any moment might be holy. 
But I have to wonder, is anyone ever really ready  
 for moments when God appears?  
Times of divine disclosure don't ever come, it seems,  
 when we most want them, 
  and especially not when we go looking for them. 
It seems to me that it's when people are in their routines  
 and expecting nothing at all that  
  God most often chooses to show Godself. 
When I was a seminary student I went to the same church  
 as former Moderator of the church Al Winn and his wife Grace.  
  In a gathering  one day, Grace told the story of scrubbing her bathtub 
   when she felt a sudden comforting word come to her, 
    a word that said "Everything will be alright." 
It stopped her in the mid scrub.  She sat back and wondered  
 had she imaged the whole thing?  But she knew she hadn't, 
  the feeling and the message had been so strong and clear. 
It was a few hours later that she learned her schizophrenic daughter-- 
 who angrily resisted any help her parents tried to give-- 
  her daughter had been arrested a few hours earlier 
   for a felony and was in now in custody.  
    That was when the meaning behind the message 
     "Everything will be alright" came clear, and Grace allowed herself 
      to trust in those words she had received  
       while kneeling on a bathroom floor. 
 
The disciples weren't looking for any kind of divine disclosure  
 on the beach the morning John writes about.   
If anything they were feeling down and at loose ends.  
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 The story doesn't really read like a story 
       that comes after the disciples have already seen the risen Christ.  
      It feels more like a story about seeing the risen Christ for the first time. 
Some scholars have said that this whole section at the end of John 
 is a kind of add on, written by someone else at a later time. 
  Maybe.  But suppose it's not.    
   Suppose we take it as it is given to us. 
Jesus, whom the disciples had given up everything to follow 
 has been crucified. 
  The disciples have heard the first wild reports that he is alive, 
   and dismissed them, but then they saw him themselves,  
    touched him, listened as he gave them his peace. 
It was true.  He was alive.  It was beyond what they could have ever hoped for, 
 his being alive. But...now what? 
 
A lot of us have moments of disclosure when 
 doubts about faith vanish because of something that's happened. 
Maybe special love and care shown to us in a time of crisis. 
 Maybe an occurrence that felt like an answer to prayer. 
  Maybe it a particularly powerful worship service,  
   in which the music and the preaching and liturgy spoke  
    to exactly the kinds of issues going on in your life. 
Many people can tell stories about moments of disclosure 
 when all their doubts were put to rest,  
  and they were sure in those amazing minutes that 
   Christ is alive and caring for them and for the world. 
Then life goes on and the next day rolls around, 
 the service ends and everyone goes home. 
      The special moment, as powerful, as real as it was, is a memory. 
        Meanwhile, there is a life to be lived. 
 
Peter says "I am going fishing." 
 It sounds like the statement of a man  
  who can't think of anything else to do. 
        In fact, he is going back to what he did before Jesus  
    ever walked into his life. 
 Thomas, Nathanael, the sons of Zebedee James and John, 
  and two unnamed disciples say "We'll go with you..." 
Now the group has been fishing all night without a thing to show for it,  
 when a man far away on the shore calls out to them. 
  "Children, have you no fish?"ii   
   "No!" they yell across the water. 
"Cast the net to the right side of the boat and you will find some," 
 says this stranger, and for some reason they do what he commands. 
Suddenly the net takes weight, fills with fish. 
 Without knowing who it was they were listening to 
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   they followed the command. Now one cries "It is the Lord!"  
   and naked Peter dresses then leaps in  
    to swim to Jesus on the shore. 
Notice that it was in the middle of following the Lord's command 
 that the Lord's identity became known to them, not before. 
  In the middle of letting their nets down and hauling up fish.iii 
They followed his command and in following,  
 the man on the beach was disclosed to them as Jesus himself. 
 
Paul, too will come to know Jesus only in following him. 
   I think some Christians read his dramatic story  
 and long for an encounter like his themselves. 
  "I would be such a good Christian," some might think,  
   "if only God would knock me out of my sedan at the next intersection, 
    blind me for a while, and speak to me in a vision." 
             But that is not how Paul came to know Christ. 
 
On the Damascus road, sprawling in the dust,  
 Paul doesn't know who knocked him down, 
     whose voice it was that was asking "Why do you persecute me?" 
Jesus tells Paul his name, but unlike the disciples, 
    Paul and Jesus have no history together.   
It can't be said that Paul "knows" Jesus 
 until after Jesus words to Ananias become true: 
     "I myself will show him how much he must suffer  
   for the sake of my name." 
Paul will indeed bring Jesus' name before Gentiles and kings  
 and the people of Israel. It will be in following the Lord  
  that Paul will come to know who Jesus is.  
 
The great medical missionary and theologian Albert Schweitzer   
 lived and wrote earlier in the 20th century when Biblical scholars 
  were putting most of their energy into trying to uncover 
   what they called "the historical Jesus," 
    the man behind the stories in the Bible. 
It was as if the stories weren't enough, 
 and, if only the scholars had all the right tools 
  for understanding ancient languages,  
    then they would be able to use the  
     original pages of the Bible in Greek and Hebrew and Aramaic  
      to unearth a snapshot, a Polaroid, of Jesus the man. 
But Schweitzer disagreed with his fellow Bible scholars, saying  
  that searching to know the Jesus behind the gospels  
    was not the point, wasn't needed at all. 
    Perhaps he felt the way he did because he was serving  
     as a medical missionary in French Equatorial Africa. 
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In 1910 Schweitzer wrote a book criticizing the search for the real Jesus. 
 The book was called The Quest for the Historical Jesus 
  He closed the book after 400 pages with the words 
   printed in your bulletin as the thought for today: 
  He comes to us as one unknown, without a name,  
  as of old, by the lake-side, he came to those men who knew him not.   
  He speaks to us the same word: "Follow thou me!"  
  and sets us to the tasks which he has to fulfill in our time.    
  He commands.  And to those who obey him, whether they be wise or simple,  
  he will reveal himself in the toils, the conflicts, the sufferings,  
  which they will pass through in his fellowship, and,  
  as an ineffable mystery, they shall learn 
   in their own experience who he is.iv 
 
Fred Craddock preached at my seminary once as part of 
 an annual event for alumni/ae where big name scholars  
  were invited to lecture each day and  
   a famous preacher preached each night.  
Craddock is so famous a preacher  
 that the halls and sanctuaries where he preaches  
  are packed to the balconies.   
For other preachers Craddock is almost a holy man,  
 not just because his preaching is so astonishing, 
  but also because his tiny height and squeaky voice  
   give hope to the rest of us in our own awkward limitations.  
I had been to a conference to hear Craddock preach once before  
 and he was everything I had been led to expect.   
I have several of his books, and the pages are filled  
 with underlinings and scribbles  
  and "yes" and "wow!" written in the margins.  
Of course I went to hear him both nights  
 and I saw many of my preacher friends in the pews. 
In one sermon of those sermons 
 Craddock told a story about his student days. 
  He learned that the famous medical missionary Dr. Albert Schweitzer  
  was coming to the United States  
   from his work with the poor in Africa  
    to give an organ concert.  It must have been in 1949, 
     because that was the year of his only visit to the U.S. 
 
In addition to being a doctor, a missionary, and a scholar, 
 Schweitzer was an excellent musician and interpreter of Bach, 
  He published a biography of Bach  
   and a definitive edition of his organ music. 
    Jeffrey played one of them for us as the prelude today. 
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The concert was in a city not far from Craddock's seminary.  
 Now Craddock had a book of Schweitzer's, one of his scholarly works  
  and had read and underlined and marked it.   
   He wasn't all that impressed with Schweitzer.   
    There were a lot of things Schweitzer had clearly gotten all wrong. 
 
The advertisements of Schweitzer's concert said  
 that there would be a time afterwards  
  when he would answer questions.  
So Craddock got ready.  He reread Schweitzer's book.  
 He prepared a list of questions, caught a bus to the nearby city,  
  arrived plenty early and got a front row seat for the concert. 
As the concert was nearing its end, Craddock began to feel excited.   
 Question time was coming.  
After the applause Schweitzer stood before the audience and said  
 "My friends you have been very kind to me, but I cannot stay.   
  I have to catch a train and a plain and get back to my people in Africa. 
   My people are dying.  Many are sick and dying.   
    They need help desperately.  
     Is there anyone here who will go back with me and help them?"    
Craddock didn't ask any questions that night.  
 Schweitzer the scholar was not there. 
  A different man suddenly stood on the stage,  
   and Craddock had no questions to put to him.  
 
Arriving on the beach, the disciples find breakfast cooking  
 and they add their own catch to the meal. 
They had followed Jesus' command about the nets 
 before they knew who he was, but now they know it is Jesus,  
  and he feeds them and remains with them awhile. 
Afterward Jesus and Peter have their conversation  
 in which Peter wants so much to prove his love. 
  But Jesus asks for Peter's love again and again until Peter is dismayed. 
He is not trying to distress Peter, I don't think. 
 I think he is trying to impress Peter 
  that he doesn't need Peter to leap off boats into the water 
   or to seek him on every shore. 
Jesus needs Peter to feed the flock, tend the sheep, 
 show his love in obedient service and care  
  for the shepherdless sheep. 
Jesus even hints that such obedience won't lead Peter  
 to a life of happiness or luxury or peace. 
Obedience means risk, danger, going where you might not want to go. 
 But in the doing, in the going, in the following the command to serve 
  Jesus promises to be present,  
   and to make himself fully known. 
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Beloved, you never know when you might look up and see 
 him calling out to you with good advice,  
  preparing a meal for you, to feed you in your weariness, 
       inviting you to come and eat, to rest a while in his presence, 
    until it's time to get up and serve again.  AMEN. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                                                
i	I	have	encountered	the	Celtic	idea	of	"thin	places"	in	several	places,	but	most	recently	in	Peter	Gomes,	The	Good	
Book	(New	York:		William	Morrow,	1996).			
ii	The	term	"children"	is	one	the	write	of	John	uses	only		when	he	is	talking	about	those	who	love	God	and	accept	
Jesus	as	one	who	was	sent	from	God.	
iii	The	number	153	refers	to	the	known	number	of	species	of	sea	creatures	in	Jesus'	day,	according	to	scholar	Amy-
Jill	Levine	and	Marc	Brettler	in	the	Jewish	Annotated	New	Testament.		
iv	Schweitzer's	quote	may	be	found	in	his	book,	The	Quest	of	the	Historical	Jesus	(1910,	New	York:	Macmillan	Co.,	
1961,	p.	403).		
I	am,	as	ever,	indebted	the	to	authors	of	Texts	for	Preaching,	Year	C,	Cousar	et	al,	(Louisville,	KY:		Westminster	John	
Knox	Press,	1994)	pp.	293-4.  


