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Simon, do you love me?  Yes Lord, you know that 


I love you. Then feed my sheep.







John 21:16


Peter is at the center of this post resurrection story, which we often read right after Easter.  Peter is the apostle you can't avoid, but he's not the easiest disciple to have in the church.  Sooner or later all these disciples show up in the Christian community, this ragtag group of followers of Jesus.  Thomas will appear, always asking thorny questions, never quite getting his doubts settled.   Nathaniel keeps showing up, complaining, whining about what is not right, "can anything good come out of Nazareth—or this church?" is his question.   Then there's Mary, sitting at the feet of Jesus, signing up for every Bible study that comes along, her testament filled with important verses she has diligently underlined.  And Martha, who takes charge—whether it's the kitchen, or the Session. Andrew quietly bringing new folks in to see about this Jesus, never needing much credit for his accomplishment.  And Simon the Zealot, wanting Jesus—and us—to challenge the authorities, finally get serious about this mission of initiating God's new kingdom. There are the ones who are trying to audition for the part of  the disciple whom Jesus loved—and you can speculate who they might be.   There all there in the church, these disciples.  Can't you see yourself—and others-- in them?   

And then there's Peter, blunt, bold, determined, "don't forget about me,"  "make sure I'm noticed" Peter.  Whenever he shows up, somehow the subject changes from Jesus to him.  Jesus is arrested, and Peter is soon packing a sword and ready to take on the Roman soldiers himself.   Try to have a conversation about forgiveness, and Peter is declaring, I've forgiven 7 times, pretty good, don't you think Jesus?    People have got a lot of ideas about me, Jesus says, so I need to know who do you say I am.  Peter's the kid with hand always raised 1st, "I know, I know. Call on me, Jesus…you are the Christ, Son of the Living God."   It's not enough for Peter to know Jesus loves him for who he is, the rock; he has to be the best, the center of attention, always with something to prove.  

So in this story, when the disciples, who have returned to fishing, assuming that the great hope Jesus brought to them had died in the tomb--when the disciples spot Jesus on the shore, it is such a Peter thing to do to jump in the water, so he can get to Jesus first.  The others are left to take care of the nets and tend the sails and do all those other necessary things to haul the fish  to shore.

There is a backdrop to this story, of course.  Peter wasn't just the disciple with the most bravado.  He was also the disciple that had fallen most conspicuously.  He failed Jesus at the time of the crucifixion.  Hovering around to see what happens to Jesus after his arrested, he is confronted by 3 different people, who identify him with Jesus' band—look he was there with him, his accent gives him away.  But in the face of the Jewish and Roman authorities, whose cruel version of justice was well known, fear takes hold and he denies even knowing Jesus, 3 times.   He may be trying to put up a brave front with his colleagues back on the boat, but he knows what he's done and how disappointed he is with himself. 


And we can only imagine what was going through Peter's mind as he prepared to meet Jesus again.  One strange detail of the story provides a clue.  Peter, who, we are told, was naked, put on some clothes, jumped into the water, and swam in.  If you want to swim fast you generally don't put on jeans and a sweatshirt, so what's going on.  At one level it's a matter of knowing Palestinian fishing customs, where, with limited clothes, it wouldn't have been unusual to strip while you were working on the boat, so at the end of the day, your clothes would be in good shape to put back on.   But is that the only reason we are given this detail.  Anna Carter Florence said one of her students  opened this passage up in some new ways when he made the observation, "when I read this passage I think back to Genesis 3--- and how Adam knew he was naked after he ate the fruit and immediately tried to cover himself."  


In seeing Jesus, Peter knew he was naked, stripped bare, and could not encounter the Lord again without trying to cover himself up.    


How do we respond when we fall—and there are plenty of times, aren't there, we stumble in life, sometimes through our own responsibility, sometimes through things largely beyond our control, but which can still leave us feeling bereft, wounded, vulnerable, naked.   Your marriage ended in divorce, and you know it wasn't your fault primarily, but still, the feelings of having failed at something so important don't leave you.   You still remember the time when you failed to stand up for a friend who was being put down by a bully at school, or a co-worker who was being unfairly treated at work.   You lost your job and feel you are not much of a provider for your family, and though you know it’s the economy, yet still you feel stripped to the bone.   You've promised your children you wouldn't miss yet another soccer game, but something came up at work which just seemed more important, and you felt you didn't have a choice, but still, feel you have disappointed the family once again.   You've tried more than once but keep stumbling over your addiction to drink or gambling or internet pornography.  You made a commitment to yourself that you would do something concrete this year to engage in mission to help those who are hurting the most, but somehow never seem to find the time. Guilt has stripped you bare.     Life is full of experiences of stumbling and falling, of disappointing ourselves and others, and perhaps ultimately God. 


And then that happens, we do feel naked, like Peter, and are determined to cover ourselves us, make excuses, insist it is not as it seems. 

Look at what Jesus does.  When Peter struggles to the shore with his clothes sopping wet, Jesus has a charcoal fire ready for him to warm up and dry himself off.  Remember the last time Peter gathered around a charcoal fire.  It was in the courtyard of the Governor, where three times Peter denied knowing Jesus.  You think these details are accidents?  It is as if Jesus set up this whole scene to meet the fallen Peter with a word of encouragement and restoration, and Peter walked right on in.

The question that Peter was asked in the courtyard—do you know Jesus? is transformed to the more profound question---do you love me?  The transformed life, the restored life, is more than just a matter of belief, more than knowing, more even than knowing he's forgiven.  Do you love me?  Three times Jesus asks, and Peter gets exasperated by Jesus' hesitancy to accept him at his word.  Yes, Jesus you know I love you.  Three times—with the gentle response, then "feed my sheep." Having invited Peter to be fed at breakfast he goes on to challenge him to feed others—materially and spiritually.   Jesus will know that the love is genuine, the forgiveness accepted, the restoration accomplished if he sees Peter "feeding the sheep."  It's not just words; it is always actions.   


 And of course, that's the Peter we see in the rest of the New Testament, a transformed disciple, exercising leadership but with a new spirit, empowered, still the same bold personality, but with an increased humility to put the focus not on himself, but on the risen Christ. 


When we think of Peter---which Peter do we think of?----the disciple who failed Jesus, who let him down, whose brashness got its come-uppence---or the disciple who knows what it was to be forgiven, renewed, restored, given another opportunity.   


When we fall, when we stumble, where do we land?  Do we stay stuck, or do we turn and find comfort in a God who is ever given us a second chance, a new opportunity.


In aftermath of Steve Jobs death, we've heard often how he was fired from the company he founded.  Brilliant, creative, innovative, he was brash, thought he could do it all, but turned out he didn't know so much about running a company, and was brought down a notch, before he was given another chance fifteen years later.  What seemed like a setback turned out to be the catalyst for growth and renewed creativity.  

Our lives are  full of punctuation, marking off the sentences and paragraphs which make our life.  There are commas, pauses, gentle breaks, transitions in focus and emphasis; There are questions marks, when the confusion reigns and uncertainty fills our lives.  There are semi colons which mark closure, the end of one episode or idea and the shifting to a whole new challenge.  And there are dashes which express unexpected breaks, disruptions, those surprises which can bring upheaval.  And brackets, which divert us for a time from the main thrust of our lives.  There are all kinds of punctuation marks being written on the narrative of our life— and when God or just life itself brings those punctuation marks, we learn to live with them and adjust to what happens.  But one thing is certain: only God puts a period on our lives.   Till then, when we fall, when we mess up, when one door seems to shut, when circumstances put closure on some aspect of our life, there are 2nd chances, new beginnings.  God isn't finished with us yet—so be patient the old saying has it.  God has not yet added the period to our life.   

Several months ago, I noticed walking into our 7:30 communion one of the street persons known to many of us downtown.  I'll call him Sammy (which is not his real name) and he looked a mess.  An alcoholic, he had obviously fallen off the wagon, after doing well for several years.  Disheveled, unshaven, smelling of several nights spent in the street, he came to worship.  And when the time for communion came, he started down the aisle.  As he got closer I could hear him muttering, "I'm not worthy, I've blown it again, I shouldn't be here, I'm not worthy."  The plaintive, painful, wounded look on his faith is indelibly etched on my mind. But he kept coming.  As he stretched out his trembling hand toward the bread, he was still lamenting, "I'm not worthy, I'm not worthy." I learned down to whisper in his ear, "None of us are worthy, Sammy.  But we have a God of grace, who loves us, and forgives us when we fall, and lifts us up, and gives us chance after chance.  So come, Sammy, and receive and join the community of the unworthy who are ever lifted up by the worthiness of Christ alone.  
THANKS BE TO GOD WHO GIVES US THE VICTORY THROUGH JESUS CHRIST 
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