Do you expect the unexpected from God?  This coming Tuesday, April 20, I will celebrate the 35th anniversary of my ordination to the priesthood.  During these past 35 years I have come not only to expect the unexpected from God, but from parishioners as well.  A parishioner once sent me an interesting e-mail.  It was a copy of a copy of a chain letter that had been circulating among a number of Episcopal Churches.  It is entitled, The Perfect Priest.  Among other things, it said, “The perfect priest must be 45 years old with 30 years experience in ordained ministry.  The perfect priest must deliver well prepared sermons, but also spontaneous.  The perfect priest must condemn sin without hurting anyone’s feelings.  The perfect priest must always be visiting parishioners and yet always be in the office when needed.  The perfect priest must instinctively know when someone has been hospitalized.  The perfect priest must be good looking, but not too good looking.  The perfect priest is always in another parish.”

The letter closes as follows:  “If your priest does not measure up, send this letter to six other churches that are also dissatisfied with their priest.  Then pack up your priest and send him or her to the church at the top of the list.  In six weeks time your church will receive 172 priests.  One of them should meet your expectations.  Have faith in this letter.  One church broke the chain and got its original priest back.”  Now I am not sure to this day whether or not the parishioner who sent me this e-mail was trying to convey a particular message regarding my ministry.  
As a parish priest, I continue to expect the unexpected from parishioners.  A parishioner once said to me, “You know what I like about your sermons Fr. Bob?  You hide your education so well.”  I think this comment was intended to be a compliment.  None the less, the unsolicited remark was unexpected, to say the least.

The actions in today’s gospel are certainly unexpected.  In last Sunday’s gospel the disciples unexpectedly encountered Jesus behind closed doors in the upper room following his Resurrection.  As such, they experienced every possible emotion – from bottomless despair to boundless joy, all within a matter of days.  All of a sudden, in today’s gospel, Peter unexpectedly announces he’s going fishing.  Like most of us, after we have experienced a traumatic event, such as a sudden and unexpected death of a close friend or relative, Peter decided to do something familiar – to go fishing.  Likewise, when we are emotionally upset and confused, we often busy ourselves doing that which is familiar – yard work, house cleaning, reading and responding to e-mails or any time consuming activity which takes our mind off unpleasant events.  For some of us, it means becoming work alcoholics.  For Peter, it meant going fishing.
The only problem, however, was that the fishing was terrible.  The disciples stayed up all night and didn’t catch a thing.  Toward morning Jesus (although the disciples did not recognize him) calls to them, “You have no fish, have you?”  “No,” they call back.  “Cast your net to the right side of the boat, and you will find some,” Jesus tells them.

Why hadn’t the disciples thought about trying the other side of the boat?  Certainly they had that before, perhaps many times.  Any good fisherman knows enough to try the other side of the boat.  But then the disciples had a lot on their minds, with all that had happened to them.  They did as they were told and thus pulled in a huge catch of fish.  Then, unexpectedly, it dawns on them that the person on the beach is Jesus.

Peter is so overwhelmed that he unexpectedly puts on his clothes and jumps in the water, which, when you think about it, isn’t exactly rational behavior.  One simply does not put on one’s clothes when going for a swim.  But then Peter had a lot on his mind that day.  When the disciples reach shore, they find that Jesus has a fire going, is cooking some fish and has put on some bread.  He asks them for some of their fish and invites them to come and have breakfast.

Today’s gospel teaches us that, like the disciples, it is difficult at times to recognize and comprehends God’s presence in the world.  It takes a great deal of patience and sensitivity to discern the sacred in the secular.  Sometimes God is revealed to us through gentle prodding, “Cast your net to the right side of the boat.”  And at other times, as in today’s first reading, we are unexpectedly confronted with a more direct approach, like Paul’s dramatic encounter with the Risen Christ on the road to Damascus.  

Today’s gospel also teaches us that the Risen Lord was not a vision, not a hallucination, not a spirit, but a real person.  A vision or a spirit would not be likely to point out a school of fish to a party of fishermen.  A vision of spirit would not be likely to kindle a charcoal fire on the beach.  And a vision or spirit would not be likely to cook a meal and share it with friends.  If Jesus was simply a vision or spirit he could have easily materialized a banquet out of thin air and told his disciples, “This is how we eat in heaven.”
God is continuing to be revealed to us in often subtle and dramatic ways.  The late Cardinal Cushing often told the story of a little girl who sat on her grandmother’s lap attentively listening to the story of creation from the Book of Genesis.  As the wondrous story unfolded the grandmother, noticing the child was unusually quiet, asked, “Well, what do you think of that?”  To which the child unexpectedly replied, “Oh, I love it.  You never know what God is going to do next.”

It is certainly true, that you never know what God is going to do next.  As such, we can and should expect the unexpected form God.  It is the difference between our preconceived notions of who God is and what God ought to do and the revelation of who God is and what God is really doing.  It is the difference between being passive spectators to the Risen Lord and becoming active participants by engaging Christ presence in the world.  And finally, it is the difference between some vague general affirmation that God has spoken and a deep abiding conviction that God is speaking to us right now.  Do you expect the unexpected from God?  Amen 
