The LCA provides this sermon edited for lay-reading, with thanks to the original author.
Sermon for Easter 3C

The Text: John 21:1-19
Have you ever noticed how today’s Gospel account is written with such careful attention to detail? John says that it happened this way: Simon Peter, Thomas, Nathanael from Cana in Galilee, the sons of Zebedee, and two other disciples were together when Simon Peter said: “I’m going out to fish.” The other disciples said: “We’ll go with you” and they went out and got into the boat, but all through the night they didn’t catch so much as a sardine. 

Early in the morning Jesus was standing on the shore, but the disciples did not realize that it was Jesus. He called out to them, asked if they’ve caught anything, then tells them to cast the net on the right side of the boat so that they will catch something. When the disciples did as Jesus instructed they were unable to haul the net in because of the large number of fish. Then Simon Peter wrapped his outer garment around himself (because he had taken it off) and jumped into the water, while the other disciples followed in the boat, towing the net full of fish, about 90 metres out from shore. When they landed, they saw a fire of burning coals there with fish cooking on it, and some bread. 

John could have easily said ‘We caught a lot of fish’ or ‘the net was full’. But he tells us that there were 153―not: “over a hundred” or “about a hundred and fifty” but 153! And, that even with this many, the net was not torn. Why does John pay so much attention to these details? Most likely because he wants to demonstrate that these things really happened! These people who saw Jesus are not just characters in a story, they are actual people in an actual account―an eyewitness account! Jesus really is alive and this is the third time he has appeared to his disciples. There is too much specific detail carefully recorded to have been some work of fiction.

But more importantly John shows us why Jesus’ resurrection happened. It means that the one who has earned forgiveness for the entire human race and conquered the wages of sin and death for the life of the world, the one who has rescued us from captivity to Satan and his power, actually lives and welcomes sinners into his presence now. Eternal life does not begin after we die. Faith is not just to be like a mental acknowledgement, to believe with our heads, so that between now and the day when Jesus’ returns to judge the living and the dead we just mark off time. The resurrection is for the present moment, each day, bringing us into relationship with God by personally knowing our risen Lord. John shows us that with the risen Jesus preparing a breakfast of fish and bread on a charcoal fire for his disciples that he is very much alive. Jesus invites the disciples to table fellowship with himself as he served them. They sit together and talk, discuss and eat. 

This calls to mind that which so outraged the Pharisees: “This man welcomes sinners and eats with them!” Yes—he does! It’s true! These disciples are not especially worthy of Jesus’ presence, fellowship and favour. They haven’t done anything to deserve it. They haven’t lived perfectly holy lives. They don’t have exceptional faith. Remember they rebuked Jesus for welcoming little children. They sought to correct what Jesus meant when he had spoken of his coming death, trusting in their own wisdom instead of his words, “Never Lord! …This will never happen to you!” (Matthew 16:22) The disciples selfishly squabbled about who should be considered the greatest. They couldn’t stay awake and keep watch and pray with Jesus in the Garden of Gethsemane. And Peter even denied who Jesus was, not just once, but three times. The disciples are actually just like us.
Jesus came to show us that God’s compassion never fails and His compassion is new every morning. Jesus doesn’t rebuke the disciples, or chastise them, or place conditions on his love or favour upon them. Jesus is the one who takes the initiative to call out to them and begin a conversation with them. 

He is the one who draws them to himself so that they can share in fellowship with him. Despite their failings Jesus gives them a new start. In the case of Peter, Jesus gives Peter three chances to confess his love for him — to publicly counter each of the occasions where Peter had publicly denied Jesus after his arrest. Jesus said to Simon Peter: ‘"Simon son of John, do you love me more than these?" "Yes, Lord," he said, "you know that I love you." Jesus said, "Feed my lambs." Again Jesus said, "Simon son of John, do you love me?" He answered, "Yes, Lord, you know that I love you." Jesus said, "Take care of my sheep." The third time he said to him, "Simon son of John, do you love me?" …He said, "Lord, you know all things; you know that I love you." Jesus said, "Feed my sheep.”’ (John 21:15b-17)

With this conversation Jesus publicly reaffirms Peter in his apostolic calling. “Feed my sheep” Jesus says. People need feeding because they are hungry. People are hungry for the same compassion, mercy and grace which Jesus extended to Peter and the disciples. Some people are starving for love so badly that they will do anything to win the approval of others, even if it means losing their dignity. Some people are so desperate to fill the aching space within, caused by broken relationships, abuse and rejection, that they look to all kinds of things to find peace and block out the pain - which only ends up causing addictions and disorders. You can’t just tell someone to “stop” or to “change” because the pull is so great; the pull of wanting to matter to someone, the pull for security and affection, the pull to finally fit in somewhere, the pull for a new start in life to be respected and loved. People are crying out for hope and compassion - desperate for grace and help.

Jesus’ call to feed his sheep shows that the experience of having breakfast on the shore in his visible presence, as incredible as that is, is not what his disciples are to hang on to. Emotional highs for a hurting world are not enough. The ministry of feeding is what is important. But what kind of feeding? Is it bread and fish? Is it to provide food for the homeless like a soup kitchen? Jesus does call his church to do these things too, but that’s not what he meant here.

Just before today’s text Jesus had said to his apostles: “…, “Peace be with you! As the Father has sent me, I am sending you.” And with that he breathed on them and said, “Receive the Holy Spirit. If you forgive anyone’s sins, their sins are forgiven; if you do not forgive them, they are not forgiven.” (John 20:21-23). At the end of Matthew’s Gospel Jesus had told the Apostles to make disciples of all nations by baptising and teaching everything he had commanded them. What Jesus is speaking of in today’s text is not a literal feeding of the poor. He is speaking to Peter, an apostle to whom he had commissioned and given the authority to publicly forgive and retain sins in his stead.

Jesus loves us so much that after laying down his own life for us he appeared to his apostles and charged them to feed his sheep with his teaching. This has been handed on to us. Jesus himself declares to us that our sins are forgiven and that we are his lambs whom he has bought with his shed blood and restored to a right relationship with God the Father through his resurrection. 
When it feels like nothing has changed or God is far away, when the emotional highs, mountain top experiences and miraculous are absent, God is still present with us through the means by which Jesus has promised, no matter what life may bring.

In Christ crucified and risen, is the promise of life now and forever. This is always true for us who are baptised and believe. 

Amen!

