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On Easter morning we said that amid all the confusion and contradictions of the various accounts 
of the Resurrection, there are two facts about which everyone agrees: 
 

First, the tomb was empty.  
Second, Mary Magdalene was there. 

 
But there is at least one more common theme, one more fact about Easter in which believers and 
cynics alike can agree: 
 
 The disciples didn’t recognize him.  
 
In the garden on Easter morning, I suppose you can allow for the fact that Mary didn’t recognize 
him. Here she was, early morning after a long Sabbath of grieving, eyes filled with tears, 
exhausted from the lack of sleep and running back and forth to the tomb. She had little reason to 
believe Jesus was actually risen and every reason to believe someone had stolen him away. So 
you can understand why she might have thought he was the gardener. Who else would be in the 
garden at that time of the morning? The point is, she didn’t recognize him.  

 
Then that Sunday night, as a small band of disciples were making their way down the road to 
Emmaus, a stranger joined the group as they walked. In those days, it wasn’t safe to travel those 
lonely, dangerous roads alone, so travelers would often team up—sort of like the golf course, 
picking up a single player to fill out your foursome rather than leaving him to play alone. They 
were walking into the sunset, and with no Ray Bans to protect their eyes, they would have been 
looking down to avoid the sun’s glare. Besides, they were turned in on their own sense of loss, 
their own confusion over the rumors they had heard about what had happened in the garden that 
morning. So you can understand that they might not have recognized Jesus until they found 
themselves inside the dimly lit inn and he lifted the loaf, and only then did they recognize him in 
the breaking of the bread.  

 
In the Upper Room—you can understand, can’t you? They were scared out of their wits about 
what the Romans would do when they found out the tomb was empty, shivering in their boots, 
expecting the soldiers to be pounding at the door any moment in a violent attempt to put down 
any possible insurrection. They were clearly uncertain what to do next. Do we run? Do we hide?  
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What do we do now? They weren’t expecting Jesus to just show up without even opening the 
door, for heavens sake! And all of a sudden, there he was. No wonder they didn’t recognize him.  

 
And then it was early morning on the Sea of Galilee. They had been fishing all night and caught 
nothing—exhausted, discouraged, ready to throw in the towel…or nets, as it may be. And John 
says, “Just after daybreak, Jesus stood on the beach, but they did not know it was Jesus.” It 
wasn’t until they joined him on the beach, once again breaking bread, that they knew it was 
Jesus.  

 
And you can’t help but ask: How often does Jesus walk into our lives and we don’t recognize 
him? 
 
How often does the Risen Christ appear and we miss it? How often does the Lord reach out to 
touch us with his grace, to warm us with his love, to feed us with his Spirit, and we don’t 
recognize him? How often does he come to us…if we could only see? How often does he stand 
on the beach, waiting for us, and we fail to recognize him? 

 
The story is told of the great theologian Karl Barth. One day he was on a streetcar in Basel and a 
tourist sat down next to him. I suppose he could tell the man was a tourist by the multiple 
cameras around his neck and his fanny pack. And he could probably tell he was a preacher by 
his…oh, I don’t know what. You can just tell, can’t you? Anyway, they struck up a conversation 
and Karl Barth asked the tourist if there was anything he would like to see while he was in the 
city. The man replied, “Well, I would love to meet Karl Barth, but I know that’s not really 
possible. Have you ever met him?”  
 
Barth answered, “Well, yes, as a matter of fact I have. I give him a shave every morning.”  
 
And the tourist rushed back to his tour group reporting with glee: “Guess who I met today! I met 
Karl Barth’s barber.” 
 
Often, we get so close. Sometimes God is so near, speaking to us, calling us into some form of 
service, comforting us in the touch of another person’s hand, speaking to us through music or art 
or the morning’s news. We get so close, but we fail to see him for who he is.  

 
Seldom do I use two great theologians in one sermon, but how about this account from Leslie 
Weatherhead? One time Weatherhead was reflecting the on the comment made by one who 
claimed to be an atheist who said, “Now that I have cut God out of my life, I feel safe.” 
 
Weatherhead said:  
 

Although she has done with God, God is not done with her. Given the right mood 
and an almond tree… 
 Or a lark’s song, 
 Or a bowl of daffodils in the sunlight, 
 Or the sound of the sea at night, 
 Or the majesty of the stars, 
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 Or the glory of dawn, 
 Or the memory of what we once knew… 
And far from having been done with God, she will sense that he is tapping at the 
door and know he is there. 

 
To our Confirmands, I have a confession to make. I have never been one who “heard God’s 
voice.” And I have had relatively few of those crystal clear moments when I knew God was 
touching or calling or leading or directing me. I’ve sometimes been jealous of those folks who 
can say “The Lord told me this…” or “The Holy Spirit spoke to me…” For me, God’s word and 
guidance usually comes with all the force of nudge, just a hint, just a sense or feeling that maybe 
this is the right direction. 
 
Like the Old Testament prophet, I’ve looked for God in the thunder and couldn’t find him, and 
usually I even have a hard time sensing the “still small voice.”  
 
At this point in your life, I have no idea how God might come to speak to you, but here are a 
couple of suggestions. Over the years I have learned to listen to the wisdom of others. I have 
tried to pay attention to the word that comes through experience. I have tried to read the morning 
news through the eyes of Jesus and ask what he would think about what’s going on in the world. 
Over the years there have been just enough times when the words of scripture or the sound of a 
choir anthem or the chords of the organ touched my soul in some surprising way, and in that 
moment, to know that it was the Lord. It might be the call to serve or an experience in a mission 
team, and in that moment, I sense that Christ is present and speaking to me.  
 
In this post-Easter Resurrection story, John was the only one who recognized Jesus standing on 
the beach. But Peter was smart enough to listen to the word of his friend, and through the word 
of John, Peter realized who it was. 

 
Albert Switzer was one of the great theologians and missionaries of the previous century. His 
works are still in print. From Reverence for Life, one of his most famous quotations says it best:  
 

He comes to us as One unknown, without a name, as of old by the lakeside, 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 for us 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 shall 
pass through in his fellowship; 

And as an ineffable mystery, they shall learn in their own experience who He is.  
 
The first consistent factor in the story is they didn’t recognize him… 
 
And the second is, he invited them to dine.  
 
He invited them to contribute the fish they had caught to the fish he already had, and in the 
moment of sharing their gifts, they discovered who he was.   
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• Just like the feeding of the five thousand where Jesus took one child with one Happy 

Meal and worked the miracle of feeding the multitude.  
• Just like the last supper, when Jesus took the common gift of the shared loaf and turned it 

into the bread of life.  
• Just like the Road to Emmaus, where the Risen Christ was made known to them in the 

breaking of the bread.  
 
Jesus invites us to bring our gifts to the table, and in the fellowship and sharing, the laughter and 
tears, the communion of the saints, we discover him present with us.   
 
Now, a lot of ink has been spilled over the years debating the meaning of the 153 fish, looking 
for some hidden message, some significant insight. I want say, “Ah, lighten up!” All the Gospel 
writer is saying is, “They brought what they had, and what they had turned out to be quite a bit.  
They shared it around the table and they shared it with Jesus and the miracle happened.” 
 
Tomorrow our family will gather to celebrate my mother-in-law’s life. We are family by birth, 
by adoption and by marriage, but we are all family, and at the center of it was always Grandma 
Stone’s table. Mom was a force-feeder by nature. You had to eat your vegetables, you had to 
clean your plate, you had to drink your milk and have dessert. But Mom’s table was also a place 
of radical hospitality. She welcomed international students who had no place to go for the 
holidays. She cared for the homeless and tutored adults who couldn’t read. She mentored 
children, and around her table, all were welcome. You just knew that you were loved and that 
you belonged at the table.  
 
If you feel like you’ve been fishing all night and caught nothing, Jesus stands on the beach and 
says, “How ’bout some breakfast?” If you have felt left out and closed out at the banquet, Jesus 
says, “Come and dine.” If you have felt like you didn’t belong and had no place to go, Jesus 
says, “You’re welcome here.”  
 
As confirmed members of the church, as you claim the faith for yourselves, Jesus invites you 
to do the same thing.   
 
Today you will make promises for yourself, rooted in the promises your parents made for you at 
the time of your baptism. Like them, you will promise to “support the church with your prayers, 
presence, gifts and service.” That means you will pray for your church (and particularly for your 
preachers, who probably need it the most). You will promise to be present—present in worship 
and in service. For the life of me I can’t figure out why someone would want to join the group if 
they didn’t plan to be here. You will promise your presence. Gifts—like your parents, I expect 
that now you will make your own pledge to the church, that like them you will promise to tithe 
and to support the church with your gifts. And you will offer your service for the sake of others 
and in the spirit of Christ.  
 
And Jesus promises that when you bring what you’ve got and share it around the table, he will 
make himself known in the midst. Jesus offers you the same invitation he gave the disciples:  
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Come and bring what you’ve got to give and let’s see what we can do with it to 
change the world. 
 
Come and share breakfast on the beach, and in that shared life you can discern my 
life in you. 
 
Come and become a part of the band of disciples who have shared their lives with 
each other and with Jesus for over two thousand years, and maybe even here, 
maybe even in the church, you will discover that Jesus is present and you will get 
to know him.  

 
It’s time for breakfast on the beach. 

 
He comes to us as One unknown, without a name,  
as of old by the lakeside, He came to those men who knew him not.  
And as an ineffable mystery, we shall learn in our own experience who He is. 

    


