Sermon 05-05-2019
Fish-R-Us or Doing What We Do Best
John 21:1-19
What do you do when something goes astray after you gave it a shot and it didn’t work out?  What do you do when things are a bit tough and you need to just unwind and relax?  What do you do when you have a bit of extra time and just want to enjoy life?  I believe we all have one or more answers to those questions.  

Some of us will go for a walk or a long ride, maybe a road trip.  Some of us will stand up tall, brush ourselves off, and start again while others may relocate.  GRAPHIC: I can imagine there are some here who may turn to a hobby or activity, like reading, listening to music, working with our hands in the garden or in a wood shop.  Cycling or golf for some is a way to relax and get some exercise in, especially if you walk the nine or eighteen holes and don’t take the golf cart.  Still, I think one of the most popular past times is to go fishing.

Have you seen the movie Walk the Line?  In opening scene there went J.R. (Johnny Cash) and his older brother heading for the fishin’ hole.  GRAPHIC: The opening sequence of the Andy Griffith Show gave us a glimpse of Andy and Opie with poles in hand heading for a lake.  
I am sure that some of you in this congregation have been known to drop a line a time or two when you just need time to unwind and sit with God a bit. (Cover Slide)
The focus of our scripture reading this morning is just this very thing.  Still reeling from the whole crucifixion drama and from Jesus' appearance to them in Jerusalem, Peter and a few of the other disciples decided, the resurrection notwithstanding, to head back to Galilee where they intended to resume their old lives.  They were going to get back into their fishing business, Fish-R-Us.   

These disciples knew a lot about fishing, but their ability to bring in a catch that day was about as successful as their ability to stick with Jesus during his trial and crucifixion.  Peter, the leader of the group, had denied Jesus three times, just as Jesus had predicted, and was, no doubt, stunned when the risen Lord showed up in Jerusalem.  
The sudden appearance of the Lord he had betrayed must have shamed him greatly -- hence his desire to get away and go back to fishing.  Back where he came from in the Galilee.  However, Jesus was not about to let Peter get away.  He had different plans for Peter just like he has different plans for us. 
When Kelley and I were in the Holy Land with our Bishop in 2015, one of the places we visited was the Primacy of Peter Beach on the north end of the Sea of Galilee or the Sea of Tiberias GRAPHIC:  Beach at the Primacy of Peter – slide 1.  The risen Christ stood on this beach early in the morning, inviting the disciples to try a different fishing strategy.  Beach at Primacy of Peter – slide 2. He had instructed them for some three years on how to fish for people, and now he was telling them how to fish for fish, although, at this point, they did not recognize him. 
Our lesson tells us: GRAPHIC: Read John 21:5-7.  When the nets suddenly became full, they realized that the figure on the shore was actually their Lord.  Seeing Jesus, Peter jumped in the water and swam the 100 yards to shore while the others brought in the fish. 
All of the holy places in Israel and Palestine have churches built on or near the sites.  The Primacy of Peter beach is no exception.  GRAPHIC: Church of the Primacy of Peter.  This is the Church of the Primacy of Peter.  Inside the church is the rock on which scripture tells us Jesus prepared a breakfast meeting of fish and bread GRAPHIC: Rock inside the Church of the Primacy of Peter – 2 slides.
Do you recall on Easter Sunday I said I like the high Christology of the Gospel of John?  There always seems to be a second or deeper meaning in the writings of this Apostle.  So far, we haven’t encountered any deeper meaning in the opening verses of chapter 21 – until now.

GRAPHIC: John 21:9-14.  Here we start to get into the thick of it. (Cover Slide)
Verse eleven tells us: “So Simon Peter went aboard and hauled the net ashore, full of large fish, a hundred fifty-three of them; and though there were so many, the net was not torn.”  One hundred fifty-three fish and the net was not torn.  Why so specific about the number of fish and the net?
Theologian William Barclay offers three suggestions:
1- In the fifth century, Cyril of Alexandria said the number 153 is made up of three things.  First, 100 equals the ‘fullness of the Gentiles.’  100 is the fullest number.  The shepherd’s full flock is 100 (Matthew 18 where one sheep is lost so the shepherds leaves the 99 others).  The seeds full fertility is a hundredfold.  So, the 100 stands for the fullness of the Gentiles who will be gathered in to Christ.  The 50 stands for the remnant of Israel who will be gathered in and the three is the Trinity to whose glory all things are done.

2- Saint Augustine had another rather ingenious explanation.  Ten is the number of the law, for there are Ten Commandments; 7 is the number of grace, for the gifts of the Spirit are sevenfold (in Revelation).  Now 7 + 10 equals 17; and 153 is the sum of all the figures, 1 + 2+3 +4 … up to 17.  Therefore, 153 stands for all those who either by law or by grace have been moved to come to Jesus Christ.

3- The fourth century scholar Jerome says that there were 153 different kinds of fishes in the Sea of Galilee.  The catch includes one of every kind of fish.  Therefore, 153 symbolizes the fact that someday all people of all nations will be gathered together in Christ.

So, this great catch of fish is gathered into the net.  If the number 153 symbolizes all people gathered in Christ, what does the net signify?  The net signifies the Church; and there is room in the Church for all people of all nations.  The net is big enough; the Church is big enough, to hold all.  John is telling us in his own vivid, often mysterious, and subtle way of the universality of the Church.
   
After breakfast, it was time for Jesus to talk about a different kind of fishing.  This time it is kind of a mixed metaphor, Jesus is going to chat about fishing for sheep.  

"Simon, son of John," Jesus asks, "Do you love me more than these?" 

It's interesting that Jesus uses Peter's original name and not the one he had given to the disciple previously -- Cephas or Peter, the Rock (1:42).   Peter's answer, however, is non-responsive.  He doesn't really answer the question directly per se but speaks to the questioner's previous knowledge. 
"Do you love me even more than the rest of these guys?" asks Jesus.  "Sure," Peter seems to be saying, "That’s the expectation. I know you have always expected me to do everything better than the rest! That's why you named me Rocky and all that." 

But Peter's answer is a non-answer.  Its love that's expected, not necessarily offered sincerely. Peter is cautious here because he knows his previous actions the night Jesus died revealed how apparently shallow and superficial his love for Jesus really was when he betrayed Jesus. 

An aside here: GRAPHIC: A lot has been made of the fact that there are two different Greek words for "love" being used in the Greek translation.  Jesus is using the stronger word agape, while Peter is using the word phileo, which is more akin to friendship.  A lot of scholars now downplay this contrast, because those two words are used interchangeably throughout John's gospel.  More important than the use of different words for love is the fact that Jesus asks essentially the same question three times in order to get the answer.  As Peter denied Jesus three times to engage in his act of cowardice and betrayal, so will Jesus take three opportunities to restore him as a true disciple who, not only confesses his love for Jesus, but acts on it as well. 

Peter's weak first confession GRAPHIC: “Yes, Lord; you know that I love you” (v.15) is met with Jesus’ response back "Feed my lambs."  In other words, Jesus is calling Peter to demonstrate his love by caring for the people whom Jesus cared for.  It's an echo of Jesus' instruction to his disciples earlier in the gospel: GRAPHIC: "This is my commandment, that you love one another as I have loved you" (15:12). 
Love for Jesus is always love that is lived out in relationship with Jesus and with others.  Like Peter, we cannot answer with a definitive yes to Jesus' question unless we're living out his love in our relationships with others, even with those who may be our enemies. 

So, Jesus asks a second time: "Simon, son of John, do you love me?" 

This time, Peter gives a definitive "Yes, Lord," but qualifies it again by putting the onus on the questioner: "You know that I love you."  If Jesus were a lawyer, I can almost hear him say, "Objection! Calls for speculation!" 

Peter makes an assumption of Jesus' knowledge, but Jesus is after a real demonstration of that love.  GRAPHIC: "Take care of my sheep," he commands (v. 16).   Show me how much you love me by being a good shepherd and following up on your bold promises from before. Be willing to really sacrifice yourself on behalf of them and on behalf of me.  That's real love.  GRAPHIC: "No one has greater love than this, to lay down one's life for one's friends" (15:13).  (Cover slide)

It is one thing to be a "witness" to Jesus with our words, and quite another to put those words in action.  The call to follow Jesus is a call to self-sacrifice -- to give ourselves on behalf of others. Previously, Peter had bailed out when given the chance to stick with his friend all the way to the cross, despite his bravado in saying to Jesus, "I will lay down my life for you" (13:37). 
Now, he was getting a second chance to carry through on his commitment.  We may not be called to die for Jesus, as Peter did, and as many are doing today, but we are all called to "tend his sheep" in ways that may cost us our reputation, our comfort, and our resources.  This is a different kind of fishing.  This is real love -- laying down our lives and our agendas for Christ and his people. 

Jesus asks a third time: "Simon, son of John, do you love me?" 

Peter attempts one more time to dodge the question.  By now he is "hurt" by this line of questioning, so he offers an argument -- Peter fires back, "You know everything, Jesus!  You know I love you." (Can’t you just hear the frustration in his voice – You know everything, Jesus!)


Jesus responds with the truth, and Peter has a hard time handling it, as would we.  Jesus tells Peter that he will, indeed, die for the sheep; die for being a disciple (vv. 18-20).  The non-responsive Peter would eventually give the ultimate response to his Lord by offering up his life in authentic love. 

And so, Peter is forgiven, restored and made new by love.  Since then, disciples of Jesus have been confronted with the same questions: GRAPHIC: "Do you love me? Do you love me? Do you love me?" If you do, you will feed and tend his sheep?  There's no way to dodge that inquiry.  We can't deflect that responsibility on someone else.  Even Peter attempts this by pointing to "the disciple whom Jesus loved" and asking, GRAPHIC: "Lord, what about him?" (v. 21) (Cover Slide)

But the question is being asked of us. We will either demonstrate our love for Jesus through our love and care for others, or we will take our fishing poles and go elsewhere to try to fish, but not for sheep. Jesus said as much in Matthew 25 -- our words of love for Jesus must be matched by our actions on behalf of others. 

If we've been failing on that account, however, we know that the one who judges us is also the one who is ready to forgive and restore us, just as Jesus forgave and restored Peter. We can begin again and become responsive disciples who are capable of doing both – fishing for fish and sheep.  GRAPHIC: Hey, does anybody know, do sheep like worms? 
In the name of the Father, and the Risen Son, and the Holy Spirit, Amen. 
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