Steps Along the Way: The Calls We Receive
John 21:1-19

Celebrating the accomplishments of our graduates and the birthday of the church on the same Sunday may seem like an odd combination. But maybe graduation and Pentecost have more in common than it would appear at first glance.


Each, after all, in some way raises questions about the steps we’re called to take after we reach significant points along our journeys.

Every spring I look forward to reading the commencement addresses that are given at schools across the country. Some are totally forgettable, but others offer creative, eloquent, and sometimes humorous insights about life.


This year my favorite commencement reflections didn’t come in an actual speech, but in a column about such addresses.


In a New York Times opinion piece, David Brooks writes:
Over the past few weeks, America’s colleges have sent another class of graduates off into the world. These graduates possess something of inestimable value. Nearly every sensible middle-aged person would give away all their money to be able to go back to age 22 and begin adulthood anew.

But, especially this year, one is conscious of the many ways in which this year’s graduating class has been ill served by their elders. They enter a bad job market, the hangover from decades of excessive borrowing. They inherit a ruinous federal debt.

More important, their lives have been perversely structured. This year’s graduates are members of the most supervised generation in American history. Through their childhoods and teenage years, they have been monitored, tutored, coached, and honed to an unprecedented degree.

Yet upon graduation they will enter a world that is unprecedentedly wide open and unstructured. Most of them will not quickly get married, buy a home, and have kids, as previous generations did. Instead, they will confront amazingly diverse job markets, social landscapes, and lifestyle niches. Most will spend a decade wandering from job to job and clique to clique, searching for a role.

Brooks contends it would make no sense to design a system of extreme supervision to prepare people for a decade of extreme openness. But that’s exactly what’s emerged today in America. College students, according to Brooks, are raised in an environment that demands one set of navigational skills and then cast out into a different environment that requires a different set of skills that they have to figure out on their own.

Worst of all, he argues, they’re sent off into this world with the whole “baby-boomer theology” ringing in their ears. This theology is evident in commencement addresses that tell graduates to: “Follow your passion, chart your own course, march to the beat of your own drummer, follow your dreams, and find yourself.”

Brooks describes such advice as a “litany of expressive individualism, which is still the dominant note in American culture.” But he adds that such a mantra misleads on nearly every front.
He writes: “College grads are often sent out into the world amid rapturous talk of limitless possibilities. But this talk is of no help to the central business of adulthood, finding serious things to tie yourself down to. The successful young adult is beginning to make sacred commitments—to a spouse, a community and calling—yet mostly hears about freedom and autonomy.
Today’s graduates also are told to find their passion and then pursue their dreams. The implication is that they should find themselves first and then go off and live their quest.

But Brooks contends that most successful young people don’t look inside and then plan a life. Instead, they look outside and find a problem that summons their life.
For example: “A relative suffers from Alzheimer’s and a young woman feels called to help cure that disease. A young man works under a miserable boss and must develop management skills so his department can function. Another young woman finds herself confronted by an opportunity she never thought of in a job category she never imagined. This wasn’t in her plans, but this is where she can make her contribution.”

Most people, he writes, don’t form a self and then lead a life. They’re called by a problem, and then the self is constructed gradually by that calling.


A self that’s gradually shaped by a calling.

If we were to look at the most traditional reading for Pentecost, we might have a difficult time making a connection to Brooks’ image. Acts 2 paints a vivid picture of the first Pentecost: A sound like the rush of a violent wind fills the house where the disciples are gathered. They begin to speak in other languages as a tongue of fire rests on each of them, and listeners in the crowd that’s gathered hear the gospel proclaimed in their native languages. As described by the writer of Acts, Pentecost sweeps people up in its larger-than-life proportions.

But John’s gospel offers us a different view. While John doesn’t write about that first Pentecost, he does tell a story about the beginning of the church. The initial steps of the church’s journey begin in the days after Jesus’ resurrection.
Last week we reflected on two of Jesus’ post-resurrection appearances to his disciples. In John’s telling of the second of those appearances, Jesus offers his disciples the gift of peace, breathes on them, and says, “Receive the Holy Spirit.”


This “Joahnnine Pentecost” includes no dancing flames, no tongues of fire, no crowd of people. Just a single voice quietly offering words of hope, promise, challenge, and calling.


One commentator points out that the gift of John’s account to Pentecost Sunday is that “it invites us to draw out an important theological contrast to larger-than-life times of fiery Spirit presence.” It reminds us that God also reveals God’s presence more quietly in the midst of ordinary life. “This less boisterous voice mysteriously finds ears and hearts even when the usual entryways are padlocked and the surrounding world is chaotic with noise.”


In today’s reading Jesus comes to the disciples for a third time. When Jesus appeared the two previous times, the disciples had been locked in a room. Now they’ve left that hiding place to return to someplace and something that must have felt familiar. They’ve gone home and gone fishing.


We probably can identify with the disciples. When life gets difficult . . . when we feel lost, confused, afraid . . . when the changes in life aren’t what we want or think we deserve, we often try to go back to the way things were before—to something safe, something familiar. We often revert to old patterns of behavior and thinking—even when we know better. Going backwards often seems easier than moving forward.
Peter and six others have returned to the sea. They’ve left Jerusalem and come back to where it all began. Discipleship, the upper room, the cross, the empty tomb, the house with its locked doors are miles away.

Peter decides to go fishing. He knows how to do that. It’s familiar and comfortable. Perhaps it takes him back to life before Jesus. The others join him.

Some scholars and preachers are critical of Peter. They view his return to a familiar place and activity as revealing a lack of faith.

But I recently read something that makes more sense to me. The writer shares a hunch that “Peter is not really trying to catch fish as much as he is fishing for answers.”

We can leave the places and even the people of our life, but we can never escape ourselves or our life. Wherever you go, there you are. Peter may have left Jerusalem, but he cannot get away from three years of discipleship, the last supper, the arrest, a charcoal fire, denials, a crowing rooster. He cannot leave behind the cross, the empty tomb, the house with his doors locked tight, the echoes of “Peace be with you.” So he fishes.

Peter fishes for answers. What have I done? What were those three years about? Who was Jesus? Where is he? Who am I? What will I do now? Where will I go? What will happen to me? Peter is searching for meaning, a way forward, a place in life. Peter is dark night fishing.
We’ve probably all spent time “dark night fishing”—asking the same questions as Peter, looking for our place in life, seeking peace and some sense of understanding and meaning. More often than not “dark night fishing” happens in the context of the failures, losses, and sorrows of our lives. It happens when we come face to face with the things we have done and left undone. We’ve all been there, fishing for answers in the dark.

And maybe it’s then—when we’re doing the ordinary, familiar things and trying to find our place in life—that we hear a call to something new—a new way of being, of doing, of living.

For Peter, it’s a call to put his love for Jesus into action. When Jesus calls Peter to “Feed my lambs” and “Tend my sheep,” he’s not inviting Peter to a warm-and-fuzzy emotional experience. No, he’s calling Peter to something else.

Jesus calls Peter to look at the world through the eyes of love. To see the needs and problems that fill that world. And to find ways to respond to those needs and problems.

Jesus calls Peter to understand that love is as love does. As one writer notes: “This is love as courage, love as risk, love as not wavering, regardless of what we are called to do. Christ calls Peter and us, as individuals and as communities of faith, to follow him even where we would not otherwise go, even where we might not want to go. The times in which we live are no time for ‘we have never done it that way before,’ no time for returning to what we are used to. These times, more than ever, are times that call for the best love of God, friends, neighbors, and enemies that we can muster. Or, better yet, these times cry out for the love to which God calls us and that God will bring to life within us for the sake of others.”
David Brooks echoes this sense of call near the end of his op-ed piece. He writes that graduates are “told to pursue happiness and joy. But, of course, when you read a biography of someone you admire, it’s rarely the things that made them happy that compel your admiration. It’s the things they did to court unhappiness—the things they did that were arduous and miserable, which sometimes cost them friends and aroused hatred. It’s excellence, not happiness, that we admire most.”
While today’s graduates enter a cultural climate that preaches the self as the center of a life, Brooks holds that the truth is that “life comes to a point only in those moments when the self dissolves into some task. The purpose in life is not to find yourself. It’s to lose yourself.”
On this Pentecost Sunday, may we open ourselves to the calls we receive—and be willing to lose ourselves to those calls. Amen.
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