Sermon April 10th 2015, Rev’d Jenny Tebboth
John 21: 1-19  
Message: Jesus never gives up on us (he never sacks his disciples), he restores us. 
Aim: challenge and encourage with Jesus’ question; ‘Do you love me?’
Outcome: accept the healing of Jesus and respond in service
PRAY
Good morning – here we are between the glory of Easter and the coming of Pentecost – the birth of the church.  For the disciples, those 50 days must have been a strange time.  The events of the past few weeks had been so exciting, terrifying, traumatic, painful, extraordinary and magnificent that they must have been quite bewildered and exhausted. Their world had been shattered, like a jigsaw, the pieces scattered all over the room.  They needed time, I am sure, to put the pieces back together reflecting on the puzzle as they tried to connect the bits of the picture – to see how everything fitted together because they were dealing with a new picture but they did not yet know what it was.   
Jesus was back from the dead.  How do you relate to someone who you have seen killed and is now coming back from time to time – the same familiar friend yet somehow elusive, unapproachable, awe-inspiring even unrecognisable at times.  
It may not have been very clear to them what would happen next. It must have been a relief to return home to Galilee and do some ordinary physical work they were fishermen after all – this was familiar and homely and something they could get their heads round.  Besides, what else should they do now?
How frustrating then to discover that they seemed to have lost the knack of fishing!  They worked all night and caught nothing.  Actually that might have reminded them of another occasion when they fished all night and caught nothing – that was the time they first met Jesus and he took their lives off the rails and onto the roller coaster three years of following him.  
I love this passage.  Everything that happened that early morning must have reminded them of things that had happened in the last few years – pieces of the jigsaw to be puzzled over.     
I wonder whether there are incidents in your life story which you would rather not remember or which have taken on a particular significance with time?  I have a brother whose life has been full of incident.  I thought I knew quite a lot of the stories but my son had a random encounter with a student who it turned out lives next door to my brother.  The student said, ‘Did you hear the one about the time he turned over the digger?’ Well, no we had not heard that one (I have his permission to tell you this). There are clearly adventures (maybe many of them) that he has not told us about.  He informs me that it is easier than you think to turn a digger over if it topples into the hole it is digging.  What I’m saying is that there are some memories we might prefer not to have widely known.  Actually he has done far worse that turning over a digger...
Looking back over those three years, Peter especially but probably all the disciples ached with regret as they recalled their foolishness, weakness and complete incomprehension about what Jesus was saying to them.  Those last few days of Jesus life held particularly painful memories for the disciples of their failure.  Between them they had betrayed Jesus, slept in the garden when he most needed them to  support him, fled at the first sight of danger and Peter had crowned the whole thing by denying that he even knew Jesus – and this after his public boasting that he would lay down his life for his friend even if the others all failed.
Not sure if these distressing pieces should even be put back into the puzzle.......It might be easier if they could be discarded. 
Back to the beach; they fished all night and caught nothing and as they returned tired and dispirited towards the shore a figure calls to them, ‘Did you catch anything?’ ‘No’ they reply – it feels like a metaphor for their lives really.  They can’t even catch fish anymore. ‘Throw your net onto the right side of the boat advises the stranger, there are fish there’.  As their net suddenly bulges and sags with the weight of fish their hearts wake up to the realisation that something wonderful is happening. 
John the beloved disciple wakes up first – ‘It is the Lord!’ The first time this happened, in Luke 5, Peter was overwhelmed by an awareness of his own sin and begged Jesus to go away from him, this time he springs into the water to get to Jesus as fast as he can. 
Here is Jesus the risen LORD mysterious and awesome and what is he doing?  Tending a barbecue; cooking fish for his friends on the beach; understanding their hunger, providing for them, serving them.  Always he is serving them (remember the foot washing).  
What a joyful experience it must have been to hurry to the shore dragging the bulging net, seeing the smoke and smelling the bread and fish cooking – Jesus is here, life is back in three dimensions.  Jesus says to them, ‘Bring some of the fish you have just caught’.  Actually, he already has fish – he has no need of their contribution (which he provided for them in any case) but he affirms their work and adds their fish to the breakfast.  
One hundred and fifty three large fish! With Jesus it is always abundance – remember the wine at the wedding - jars and jars of it, remember the bread and fish on the hillside – even the leftovers were abundant! 
The charcoal fire however might have brought back a most painful memory to Peter’s mind.  John’s gospel uses exactly the same unusual word for the charcoal fire in the courtyard of the high priest where Peter denied Jesus three times.
Jesus that marvellous shepherd and pastor, as well as cooking breakfast, has some deep healing work to do. It is not clear to me whether this conversation with Peter happens in the presence of the other disciples or privately as Jesus and Peter walk up the beach together after breakfast.  
Jesus calls Peter by his old name – Simon son of John. ‘Do you love me more than these?’ he asks; reminding Peter of his boasts that his love for Jesus was strongest of all.  Peter does not boast any more.  And again, ‘Do you love me?’ and the third painful time, ‘Do you love me?’ Peter is hurt.  He does love Jesus – and at last appeals to Jesus’ knowledge of his heart – ‘You know that I love you!’  
I do find this a painful passage.  When I hear this question as if addressed to me it compels me to confront my failure to love him as I should.  The ragged thing which I thought was love is shown up to be what it really is.    
It reminds me of that lovely hymn line: Lord, it is my chief complaint that my love is weak and faint;
Yet I love Thee, and adore: O for grace to love Thee more!
Tom Wright says that Jesus the healer always goes to where the pain is but only in order to heal.  Peter may have had three reminders of his failure but he also receives from Jesus a threefold affirmation of forgiveness and more than that of commission to carry on the shepherding work that is the work of Jesus himself.  This is the sign of his complete forgiveness. He has been publically restored in the presence of the other disciples as the rock on which Christ builds his church.   
Rita Snowden says that forgiveness “is the wonder of being trusted again by God in the very place where I disgraced him.” The next time Peter is tested, he does not fail.  This gospel account was probably written after he had been martyred under Nero.  
So, Jesus does not sack his disciples.  On the contrary he is able to redeem and restore their mistakes and entrust them with his work - amazing. Reading about Justin Welby in the papers yesterday reminded me of his unpromising start in life and the weighty ministry God has entrusted to him. Restoration is part of my own experience in a less dramatic way and I guess will be part of most people’s story.
If you visit Gerrards Cross high street you will find a furniture shop called ‘Restored’ selling restored furniture but dealing also with restored lives.  Everyone who works in that business is a recovering alcoholic or drug abuser, discovering a new and purposeful life.  One of them told me she had been an alcoholic but is now employed to look after the girls coming through after her.  She told me she loves passing on to them what she has learned through her own experience.  
They are restored to serve – and so was Peter and so are we.  This is how the pieces begin to fit back into the puzzle – even the ones we might have preferred to throw away, the regretful, ugly ones which turn out to be vital pieces in the picture after all.  
In this incident, Jesus prepares and equips the disciples for the next stage of their mission. They were directionless at the start of the story – now they begin to see where they are going. 
He affirms his deep and unshakeable love for them and his ongoing forgiveness.  They were guilty at the start of the story, now they are forgiven and back in joyful fellowship with Jesus. 
He accepts their love as it is and, just as he expresses his love for them in service, he gives them a means to express it in service to him – not just menial work but weighty responsibility, way above their pay grade – he entrusts them with his own work. 
He helps them to confront their own failure, to face their own need, to be realistic about themselves and to understand that he will be there to provide for them.  They had nothing at the start of the story but now they are abundantly supplied.  They can do nothing without him but with him they will do extraordinary things. 
It is good for us to hear Jesus ask us that question, ‘Do you love me?’ and even to allow him to visit parts of our life which we regret.  He has to confront those sick and sinful places in order to deal with them, to heal and restore us, to give us direction. 
Jesus never sacked his disciples and he never gives up on us.  He offers us a new dimension of living which transforms ordinary daily happenings into the continuation of his own life changing work on earth. So says Jesus in an echo of his first call to the disciples, now ‘Follow Me!’
