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liAs the disciples stand together and see boat after boat put off, Simon Peter can
stand it no longer but suddenly exclaims. "Hm going fishing. 1I They say unto him, We
also go with thee. They went forth and entered into a ship immediately, and as we
watch that boat's crew putting off with their whole soul in their fishing, we see
how precarious a position the future of Christianity hung."

We see that the the Gospel writer wanted to tell us that at this particular time
Peter and the other six disciples were divided in themselves. I~at should they do?
They wanted to catch fish. But Jesus. had told them that he would make them "fishers
of men. lI So we see that they are divided.

Se we can see just how precarious a psition the future of Christianity hund. If
they had returned to fishing we would not have been here this morning.

But we are in no different a situation today. The church is always one generation
away from extinction. Every single one of us has a similar division within ourselves.
We suffer from a kind of split personality.

We are driven by two motivating forces. We want to be good Christians and we
want to be respectable representatives of the 20th century.

Six days out of the week lie study history, read the news, vote, wash dishes, clean
the house, watch to T.V. as respectable representatives of the 20th century. On
Sunday morning we try to forget what happened during the week; we try to leave at
home the 20th century person that we are, adn enter church and worship as a man or
woman offaith.

On six days of tho week the real world is the world of fact, science, reason. But
on the first day of the week, for an hour or two, we leave the world of fact, reason,
and science; in short, we leave the secular world and enter the religious world. And
the further apart these two worlds are the better.

One of the most commonly expressed reasons for going to church is to be lifted out
of the world we have been living in all week and to enter the realm of faith and feel·
ing. And woe be to tho minister if he opens the door and allows a few visitors from
the secular world to walk through his sermons.

So most 20th century Christians have a split-personality because they do not be
lieve that truth is one, and that God is the one who underlies all of truth. Religi
ous truth is thought of as being in an entirely different realm than scientific truth.
Religion then becomes only one aspect of life along side of others, kind of like the
way time magaz.ine, in its table of contents places "religion" in between "people" and
"science".

Tho most obvious example of this is to be found in the statement made by President
Kennedy ten years ago tha~ though he was a Roman Ca~holic he would not allow that to
influence his politics. More recen~ly Presidcn~ Nixon who is a Quaker, made a stat
ment ~o a group of people thnt personally he was a pacifist. So here we see vividly
the dilemma that a 20th Century Christian is in. As a Quaker, the Presidnet is n
pacifist. But as the Presidnet, He can't be. But the problem is ~hat he is both the
President and a Quaker. In his personal life, in the realm of religion he is a
pacifist. But religion is in a different category from politics. So there is a kind
of ~plit.

The reason for this deep split in every modern Christianj the reason there is such
a sharp dicotomy between religious truth and secular truth is because our culture
is operating on radically different presuppositions than does the Christian.



So if you happen to be a"Christian living in the 20th century you really have a
problem. It's really sad. Especially for young people. Because you are ~rying to
live according to two mutally exclusive presuppositions; two different starting
points. And the reason why so many young people throw out the religion of their
parents. on the one hand, and become thoroughly 20th century skeptics is because the
tension of living with a split personality if just too much for them.

On the other hand there arc the young people whp completely drop out of the 20th
century and become mystics. They too have found it impossible to live with a split
personality. So they have become thoroughly religious by throwning out the coldness
of reason. facts, nnd science. That's the reason for the great gulf that divides
the humanities from the sciences on college campuses today.

The 20th century begins with man. It believes that it can discover truth in
every field of inquiry on the basis of reason 'and experience devoid of faith. So
that the only realm that is left inwhich God can operate is the purely personal and
the purely individual subjective realm. And so when psychology inherited that realm
for many people God was eliminated altogether.

The inevitable result of this is that we know less and less. Truth becomes limi
ted to what we can see or touch or taste. So that increasingly the 20th century has
become more and more modest about what we really know to the point that many artists
and philosophers nnd authors have come to the conclusion that there is no truth
or that we cannot know the truth.

Take the philospher Descartes for example. He took for his basic starting point
reason. I doubt everything, said Descartes, but one thing I know for certain, that
I exist. I know I exist because I think. So God was made unnecessary in the realm
of reason. We leave everything that cannot be explained by reason to God. So God
is pushed further and further to the borderlines of the universe. For personal life
and for heaven he might be useful but in the discussion of the matters of everydilY
fact, science, politics, and the structure of the universe, even in morals, man
must start with reason. lie must decide for himself what is right and wrong on the
basis of what works.

Now this really has an all pervasive influence on everyone of us.
again I hear in my Sunday School class or in some informal discussion
'l\'lhy doesn I t God work now the way he did back there in the Bible?"

Over and over
the question,

You see, all through the week the student studios history and he never sees God.
He comes to the conclusion that the purpose of history if to merely arrange facts in
chronological order. As a result many young people don't like the study of history
because they see it as just a bunch of disconnected facts without meaning. They see
no underlying purpose in history. It seems to be going nowhere and it seems to have
no beginning or ending •••

But then they get home and ask their parents why we believe Christianity to be
true and we further confuse them, by telling them that they are to take the question
ofmorals and religion on faith.

So young people are brought up confused and divided, with spli~ personalities.
They are told to believe religious truth by a blind leap of faith at home, and at
school they are told to believe the facts of history and science by taking an
equally blind leap of reason.

So you grow up believing God works in the realm of re1.igion and feelings, but
reason works in the realm of nature and facts. You must not look for God in the
secular realm of history and you must not look for reasons in the religious realm
of feolings.

The sad thing is not thn.t God is not Norking today like he did in tho history of
Israel. He is Norking today in the nations of the world as Nell as in individual
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~ives. shaping history a~d.giving it significance. but the sad thing is we can't see
It because our presUppos1tlons have shut out Bny evidence for God because we have
shut God into the religious sphere, the purely personal. sUbjecti~e. individualistic
sphere.

~Oth.century.man b~gins with himself and he never is able to get out of himself.
He 15 b.ke NarC1SSUS In Greek mythology. who becomes infatuated with his own reflec
tion in the water and is unable to see the wider beautiful world around him or the
one who made it. \~en we look at the world through the eyes of reason alone we nre
led to the innescapable conclusion that the \~or1d is nothing more than a machine and
man is only one cog in the works

Recently r read a short biography of the 19th century German philosopher David
Friedrich Strauss. His life is really sad. He thought he could find a turth to live
~ through his renson alone. His renson led him to the conclusion that world was
"infinite, animated matter, engaged in an ascent to ever higher forms."

But then the horrible thought dawned on him that he was a part of that infinite,
animated, matter, inescapably caught in it. He was nothing mroe than a lump of
animated matter. The thought brought him to despair lihich he expressed in a poem.
Notice how many times he repeats the words. 111 do not know.•. 1 cannot say •.•. "

"I longed to travel; now I do not leave,
And yet I do not know, if I shall stay.
Certain it is that here's a foreign land:
And where my true one is. I cannot sny.
I think I once had children, two. nnd denr;
But yet I know not if it was a dream.
A wife I spurned. If love to hatred turned,
A hatred turned to love, I do not know.
Books I used to write, or so thye say--
If they speak truth, or mock, r cannot tell.
I hear, an unbeliever I am called:
I know not if I am not rather pious.
The thought of death has never caused me fear:
I know not if I am not long since dead.

I~en man begins with himself and searches for truth, for values, for significance,
for meaning, he docsn't find anytying. He comes to a dead end. Because reason can
only arrange and organize what we already know. and left to our own resources man at
most knows only that he exists and that thinRs happen but he doesn't know why.

So you can see what a precarious position the 20th century Christian is in. I~e

are like thoso diciples who are divided in themselves. If we operate on the presup
positions of 20th century man there will soon be no more Christianity. Our culture
is operating on radically different presuppositions than docs the Christian.

Reformed theology has never asked man to accept faith as a leap in the dark; for
the Bible itself points to facts. Faith and reason do not 6xclude each other. But
rationalism is something different. It means that there is nothing more in the
world but what the senses can perceive and reason apprehend. And since God is
amenable neither to sense-perception nor to reason he is left out.

But the Christian views the world through the eyes of a different presupposition.
The Christian marches to the beat of a different drummer. He views everything
through the eyes of the resurrection. He interprets the world, the universe, history
science. art, everything in the light of the resurrection.

The resurrection of Christ was not thought of as one fact among many. without
any relation to any other fact. It was not even thought of as a religious fact over
against: a scientific fact. It 'ias thought of as the event that made sense out of
all other facts not the least of lihich was the life and death of Jesus of Nazareth.
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It becomes the basic fact of our lives. It becomes the key by which we interpret

all of life.

In this particular account the fisherman had failed to catch fish during the best
hours for fishing. I don I t kno,~ anything about fishing, but I do know that the
Greek philosopher and scientist Aristotle tells us in ong of his books on Natural
History that "fishing is best before sunrise and after sunset."

So the fishermen had been fishing during the best hours and had caught notbing and
Hmorning was now come. II Certainly if they hadn It caught anything during the best
hours they will catch nothing now.

In a way strauss, who I have mentioned before, found himself to be in the same
situation. Hclived in the brilliant age of the German Enlightenment, which to a
large degree continues to inlfuence our world. He had labored with the best equip
ment available for discovering truth; reason and experience, and caught nothing.

But the disciples realizing that their efforts had failed, obey half-heartedly the
command of the stranger on the shore to cast their nets on the other side of the
ship.

They do so and arc astounded at the catch. John records this incident, not just
as an interesting fact that was meant to arouse applause and shouts of encore.

He was interested in telling us the meaning of these events. This event, this
catch of fish after the best hours for fishing was meant to teach the disciples what
they should have known before; what the Old Testament prophets had always taught,
that we are fed out of the hand of the Lord; that the Lord God is ~'Orking in history
now just as he I~as back in the Old aestament, and jsut as he had in the llie of
Jesus. So the tromendous insight comes to John, lilt is the Lordi"

At the basis of Christianity is the belief held by the author of the Gospel that
Jesus of Nazareth was none other than the Lord of heaven and earth nnd that he is
alive and working in histroy now as he always has. And that without him, fishermen
don't catch fish, and flowers never bloom, and the sun does not rise and there is
no truth and man is dead.

This story points up the differenco between the way a modern historian would write
this account and the way John did. Nany times the modern historian is concerned for
...Ihnt he calls "objective history! 0 lie l~ants to capture what really happened and not
what someone had interpre~~d~,

But we must always be on our guard when we hear the word "really" used like "this
More often than not it means that an essential quality had been removed. It's say
ing that reality is nothing more than we can see or hear or touch or taste. But
this kind of reality is only a reduced reality.

Inthis sense .... if that's the way history is to be defined, as an attempt at an
objective reconstruction of events as they could be seen .. then the Gospels arc not
histories or biographies becau6e·the·Gospcl writers were concerned for more than just
the facts that could be seen. They were concerned for meaning and significance.

,
..

The Biblical
modern men are.
man himself has

writers were richer and nearer to the
We have reduced reality and turned it

become a machine.

fullness of reality than we
into a machine and therefore

But ~ohn was not just interested in what happened in the modern sense. He wanted
to show the meaning of history. And above all he wanted to show that God had some
thing to do with it. Hels interpreting history. John spoke the truth. He did not
bypass the facts but he wanted to see them in their true meaning. We in our
obsession for tangible facts alon~ have become the poorer.
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l1hat then was John trying to tell us? To put it in simple words, John raises the
question indirectly: "How do you explain the enormous explosion of Christianity
throughout the world in the span of a generation, if Christ had not risen? This is
a question that anybody concerned for historical causes ...who is concerned for truth
must £.sk? .How can we explain the church without reference to the Resurrection? HO\~

do we historically account for you and I being in church this morning rather than
in a synagogue or in a Greek or Roman temple .• or even in a boat somewhere fishing?

There is only one really adequate explanation. Something of ponderous signifi
cance occurred three days after the doath of Christ and its effects have been rippl
ing through the ages ever since.

1-10\" do you explain the fact of unlearned Palistinian fishermen, whose fishing
grounds were among the best in the world and more than adequate to provide a fruit
ful and comfortable living •.• I-low do you explain these fishermen leaving their nets
for three years to follm" a prophet? How do you explain that after thccrucifixion of
that prophet· these disappointed fishermen left their nets for good?

I don't know how you ex-plain it but the only way that I can explain it is that
these fishermen came to realize that Jesus of Nazareth, was none other than the Lord
of heaven and earth and that God \'I;).S not somewhere far off in the realm of religion,
separated from the rest of life, but that he was alive and concerned for every
single aspect of thoir lives •.• their behavior, their politics, their science ...you
can go right down the table of contents of Time magazine •. and God is involved in
and concerned for everything.

They were convinced that though mcn had shoved God out of their everyday lives;
had shoved him outside the city gates, had shoved him on to the hill Golgotha, and
there had crucifi~d him, that, nevertheless God was still alive and with them. And
it was in the light of this faith that they interpreted all of history and all of
reality. And it is in the light of this faith tha't I ,,,ant to in'terprc't all of
history and all of life.
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