April 18, 2010
“Do You Love Me?”
John 21:1-19

After Jesus died and was raised from the dead, he appeared to the disciples. The story doesn’t end with the empty tomb. Jesus comes back to see his friends, his followers, the ones he loved, to offer a word or a touch or even a new calling. Thom is leading a series of adult ed classes on these “post-resurrection” stories of Jesus coming to the disciples, and I hope you are getting a chance to go and explore these more deeply. 

In our story this morning the disciples are back in Galilee, back in their home country, doing what they were doing before they met Jesus and their lives got so complicated. They are fishing. They have been fishing all night and caught nothing. Then Jesus appears on the shore and suggests they cast their nets on the other side – but they don’t know it is Jesus - until they haul in the catch of a lifetime, and suddenly in the miracle of the moment they know exactly who it is and race to get back to shore. 

Now if this story feels a little déjà vu, it is. We’ve heard this story before. It’s in the Gospel of Luke, towards the beginning of the Gospel, when Jesus first begins his ministry at the Sea of Galilee, and he borrows Simon Peter’s boat so he can teach the crowds that have gathered on the shore. Then, too, the men have fished all night and caught nothing. Then, too, Jesus tells them to cast their nets on the other side. Then, too, they bring in a huge haul, impossibly big, and are astonished. That, in fact, is when Simon Peter becomes a disciple of Jesus, and follows him. We are meant to hear this post-resurrection story and remember.
We hear all kinds of echoes of earlier stories. When they come to shore, Jesus takes some fish and bread and shares it with the disciples. There was another time he did that – when he was teaching a crowd, and the hour got late, and they were hungry, and he told his disciples, “You give them something to eat.” And then he took a few loaves and the fish and fed 5000 people in another miracle of abundance. It is as if we are supposed to remember.

In this post-Easter story Jesus and his disciples gather around a charcoal fire, which brings to mind another charcoal fire - the one Peter stood beside during Jesus’ trial the night he was betrayed. That night Peter was also asked three questions, only there it was strangers asking, “Aren’t you a Galilean? Aren’t you one of Jesus’ followers?” And at that fire, Peter denied Jesus three times. We are meant to remember that, too.
In this post-resurrection story they meet their risen Lord, and he is different in the resurrection, but he is the same Lord they have always known. The One who performs miracles of abundance. The One who feeds them. The One who calls them. And the One who forgives them everything they have done.  
When they had finished breakfast, Jesus asks Peter, “Do you love me?” Three times Jesus asks Peter this question, and each time Peter answers him, “You know that I love you.” And each time Jesus tells him, “Feed my sheep.” At the end he tells Peter, “Follow me.” If you love me, love the ones I have come to save; if you love me take care of these little ones; if you love me, keep following me, keep being my disciple, keep loving as I have loved you.

The Anglican New Testament scholar N.T. Wright writes about this. He says, 

Here is the secret of all Christian ministry, yours and mine, lay and ordained, full-time or part-time. It’s the secret of everything from being a quiet, back-row member of a prayer group to being a platform speaker at huge rallies and conferences. If you are going to do any single solitary thing as a follower and servant of Jesus, this is what it’s built on. Somewhere, deep down inside, there is a love for Jesus, and though (goodness knows) you’ve let him down enough times, he wants to find that love, to give you a chance to express it, to heal the hurts and failures of the past, and give you a new work to do.
 

It’s the secret of everything we do… “Do you love me? Feed my sheep.”
Now, saying that is deceptively easy. But I discovered something important about how hard it is to do. It happened when we were working on this service at the worship planning meeting. In the course of talking I realized there was a certain tension in our conversation. Should the emphasis of the service be on the question “Do you love me?” or on the command “Feed my sheep”? I was tending toward “feed my sheep” – seeing this as a mission-and-ministry text, with the emphasis on what we should do. But others saw it more as a devotion-and-commitment passage, with the emphasis on loving Jesus. And then it dawned on me that the whole history of Protestantism has been struggling with the same tension.
“Do you love me?” has been the most important thing to Evangelical Christians. 
“Feed my sheep” has been the most important thing to Mainline Protestants. 

And for awhile, we all forgot that they have to go together. 

I don’t remember when I first realized it, but somewhere along the line I noticed that there were two kinds of Protestant Christians. One – the kind my family was – talked about ‘serving Christ.’ We talked about being the ‘body of Christ.’ We talked about people knowing we were Christians by our love. But we hardly ever talked about Jesus, and we sure didn’t talk about loving him. 
‘Loving Jesus’ belonged to the other kind of Christians, the evangelical-fundamentalist-Pentecostal kind. The kind that prayed, “I just wanna thank you, Jesus.” The kind that was saved and born-again and accepted Jesus as their personal Lord and Savior, preferably in a moment of great emotion and passion. They loved Jesus, and not only that, they loved loving Jesus. 
Not us. Not so much. Give us a mission cause or a committee meeting and we knew we were doing the work of the Lord. Give us a thought-provoking sermon and the Presbyterian hymnal and we knew we were worshiping God. But please don’t ask me if I loved Jesus. That was just awkward; you know, a bit too personal.
Several years ago I became a mentor for a group of new pastors. They had just graduated from seminary and were serving their first churches. The mentoring program had been set up by our denomination to help them in that huge transition from school to ministry. In my small group were eight other pastors – including three evangelicals. I wasn’t sure what I was going to do with them, or if they would respect my opinion, or if we could even speak the same language. 
But someone gave me a great piece of advice: just let them know you love Jesus. That’s all they need to know. The rest of it – all the differences in theology, the social issues, the politics – you can work all that out. They just need to know you love Jesus. 
And I breathed a sigh of relief. Because I did love Jesus, and I was very comfortable telling them that. Somewhere along the line in my journey of faith I had come to realize that loving Jesus wasn’t scary or weird but really wonderful. I loved Jesus and I knew he loved me back. And it meant a great deal to me – it still does. There were no burning bushes or blinding lights or ‘accept Jesus into your heart’ moments. I just knew I loved him. And I felt utterly loved and treasured by him. 

Honestly, I think it came from a lifetime of showing up in church Sunday after Sunday, of reading scripture every day and praying for people I love, from listening to sermons and writing them, and singing hymns I knew and loved. It came from doing mission projects and visiting people and serving side by side with other Christians. It came from being in places like this. 

“Do you love me?” Jesus asked Peter. “Do you love me?” he asks us, too. 

Then feed my sheep, he tells us. Love as I have loved you. 
There are a thousand ways for us to answer this call. I saw it last night at the Talent Auction, with all the work that went into the fabulous meal, and the generosity of people donating gifts for the auction, and the time and effort our youth put in, simply to raise money so they can go do mission themselves, or go on to LOGOS conference to experience the love of Jesus more fully. 

I saw it yesterday afternoon when I went to visit Lance Clarke, and there on his bed was the quilt our own Quilt Group made for him as a sign of the church’s love, so he would know our prayers surrounded him. 

I saw it Wednesday evening when Paul Hammond and Tracee Karaffa came to tell us about Healing Art Mission in Haiti, which our church helps fund, and where Janine Flood and Terrie Hostetter and so many others have gone to work for the poorest of the poor. 

And I saw it Friday at Chloe Wells circle when the women of the church gathered together to hear Liz’ program on her trip to Iona, and where they keep track of each others’ needs quietly, lovingly, and faithfully. 
And I know you see it too, not just here, but where you work and live and volunteer – a thousand places, the love of Jesus acted out in quiet acts of mercy. 

But as we do all this it’s important to remember the source of it all, where the energy comes from to do all this ministry and mission. 

It comes from loving Jesus. 

My sister Chris puts it this way, 

There are some churches that are prone to loving Jesus and forgetting to feed his sheep. There are other churches that make the mistake of feeding his sheep without going back to the well of Jesus’ love… But the truth is that we cannot feed the world by ourselves, and we will fail or become resentful if we try. Before Jesus tells us to feed his sheep, he asks us if we love him – not for his sake but for ours. If we keep going back to the deep well of Christ’s love, our capacity for compassion will never run dry.

Our capacity comes from the source of our love. The One who performs miracles of abundance. The One who feeds us. The One who forgives us everything we have done.  The One who calls us to follow him. 
Thanks be to Him. 
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