Sermon Easter 3C —  John 21:1-19 — 4 May 2025
Sermon Video link: https://youtu.be/PAaiWtc3nyo
My parents have both died, but whenever I hear someone speaking in a German accent, memories of them often flood into my mind. Perhaps certain things remind you of a loved one who has died. A sound, a certain phrase, a hymn or song, a particular smell, or a place. 
Simon, James and John, the sons of Zebedee may have been reminded of Jesus when they went out fishing on the Sea of Galilee and didn’t catch any fish. They may have remembered another time when they had tried all night without catching a single fish. That day when Jesus had stepped onto Simon’s boat and started teaching the people. They may also have remembered that Jesus had asked Simon to go out to deep water and put down the nets after he finished teaching. They probably remembered the large catch that they had.

They may have remembered how Jesus changed their lives that day, when they left their boats and followed him on an incredible journey that lasted close on three years. How they had left their jobs where they fished for fish and instead learned how to fish for people. 
When things happen that remind you of a loved one who has died, it can be bittersweet. When I remember my father, I remember the great relationship we had. The long conversations where he talked far more than he listened. I remember these things with fondness. These are all bittersweet memories. Sweet because they bring back feelings of warmth, love and connection and bitter because they are only memories. On this side of death, I will never see my father or mother again.
Perhaps Simon, James and John were having a bittersweet memory of Jesus. Sweet memories of three years spent with someone they loved dearly, learning about God, grace, love and fishing for people. Yet also bitter, because since Jesus had been crucified, he was no longer constantly physically present with them. Struggling to work out how to respond to this new reality, they did the one thing they were familiar with. They stopped fishing for people and went back to fishing for fish, and not very successfully as it turned out. 
The disciples were probably feeling downcast because they had fished all night and caught nothing. Holding onto that bittersweet memory of Jesus. Then a man called out from the shore. He tells them and their companions to throw the net out on the right side of the boat. 
Jesus had appeared among the disciples in the locked room on two occasions, a week apart. Now he was appearing again in a very different situation, and they don’t yet realise it is Jesus. Simon, James and John may have been having a bittersweet memory of Jesus, but the memory suddenly transforms into a new incredible reality as their net fills with such a large number of fish that they are unable to haul it in. 
The death of Jesus should not leave the same bitterness that the death of our loved ones can bring.  Jesus is different. Yes, he has died, but he has also been raised from the dead, and he is always with us. 

Suddenly, the scales fall from their eyes. The disciple whom Jesus loved says, “It is the Lord!” Peter jumps into the water to go to Jesus. 
On the shore, Jesus has a fire going. He cooks the disciples’ breakfast, and they all know it is him. 
It’s as if Jesus was trying to get the disciples to understand that even though he would no longer be constantly visible and physically present, he had not abandoned them. He is Immanuel, God always with them, even when they can’t see him or don’t recognise his presence.  

He won’t always be physically visible and present, but he will always be with them. Bringing them forgiveness and peace when they fail. Restoring his relationship with them, even when they have denied him.  Providing them with what they need. Providing food for their bodies as he provides a catch of fish and feeds them breakfast, and emotionally and spiritually, with his constant presence.
Jesus is still coming to his disciples regularly today, reminding us that he is always with us. He does this as we hear him speaking to us through God’s Word. He comes to us in the words of absolution, where we receive the forgiveness of sins, restoration and peace. He comes to us in, with, and under the bread and wine. Giving us his real presence in his resurrected body and blood.  
As they sit around the fire eating fish, perhaps Peter is having another memory. A memory of another time, very recently, when he was warming himself around a fire in the high priest’s courtyard. A memory filled with feelings of guilt and remorse, because by that fire, he had done something totally against his conscience and his firm convictions. Peter was convinced that he would never fall away from Jesus, saying, “Even if all fall away on account of you, I never will.” A few hours later, standing by that fire, Peter had denied Jesus three times. 

Sometimes we do things that go so totally against our conscience and convictions that we are filled with such guilt and remorse that we cannot stop thinking about them. They churn away inside us and cause us deep pain. Guilt and remorse can become so overwhelming that it paralyses us. When you resolve to never hurt someone you love and then you do so anyway, it can rock your world. You may begin to wonder, “How can I love that person if I have treated them so badly? What can make it worse is the fear that we may do the same thing again in similar circumstances.

Can Peter trust himself when he faces tough decisions in the future? Is his love for Jesus strong enough to weather the difficulties that will come if he once again takes up the ministry Jesus has called him to? Or should he just give up and spend the rest of his life trying to catch fish?

Jesus, knowing Peter’s pain, has a heart-to-heart conversation with him. Three times, Jesus asks Peter, “Do you love me?” He uses different Greek words, asking do you love me unconditionally, do you feel affection and warmth toward me like a brother. Each time Peter confirms that he loves Jesus. By the third time, Peter is feeling hurt, because Jesus knows his heart and should know he loves Jesus. 

Sometimes we need to hear ourselves say out loud what our true feelings and true intentions are, especially when we have behaved in a way that is against our deepest-held convictions. 

Three times Peter confesses to Jesus, to himself and his companions that he loves Jesus, confirming to all present and to himself that he does indeed love his Lord. In case Peter and the other disciples still have doubts, Jesus then confirms that Peter will not betray Jesus ever again, but instead will loyally follow Jesus to the point of being killed for doing so. He is ready, equipped and full of the love required to feed Jesus’ sheep and to lead them in their task of fishing for people. 
We too have been called to be disciples of Jesus and to spread the good news of Christ in our words and actions. We are never left alone in this task, but like Peter and his companions, we have Immanuel, God with us in Word and sacrament. To forgive us, restore us, provide for us and invite us to join in the care and renewal of all humanity. Amen.
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