The Third Sunday of Easter
April 18, 2010
John 21:1-19 
Sanctify us in your truth, O Lord; your Word is Truth.  

__________________________

This is a gospel story familiar to us, isn’t it?  The disciples out fishing, catching nothing, then being directed by Jesus to try it again….and voila!  Success!
A familiar story, to be sure.  But is it a beginning story?  Or an ending story?  Well, it’s here in the last chapter of John’s Gospel, so it must be an ending story…right?

But wait a minute!  Don’t we have that same story at the beginning of Luke’s Gospel…in Luke chapter 5?  The story at the beginning of Jesus’ ministry where he first calls his disciples!  Remember?  And after that great catch of fish, he tells them, “I will make you fish for people!”  

So…is this a beginning story….or an ending story?

And, speaking of endings, hasn’t John already tried to end his Gospel once?  Back at the end of chapter 20 – which we read last Sunday – where he writes:  Now Jesus did many other signs in the presence of his disciples, which are not written in this book.  
That sounds like an ending, doesn’t it?  But it was not the end of his gospel, because John goes on to tell the story we have today, in chapter 21!
If it’s all a little confusing, it is hard to blame John, because everyone knows how hard it is to come to an end.  You think you have said everything, and then you think of something else, something too important to leave out.  “P.S.” you write at the bottom of the page, and maybe even a “P.P.S” after that, because it is hard to stop, hard to fold the letter and lick the stamp and call it done.

We human beings are not so good at endings, are we?  We are much better at beginnings, when everything is new and exciting and full of possibilities.  We like to hold babies better than we like to visit nursing homes.  We like daybreak better than midnight.  We like saying hello better than we like saying goodbye

…..but it’s not as if we get to choose.  We have plenty of both in our lives – beginnings and endings.

So it is hard to blame John for lingering over his ending for a while.  He wanted to make sure he had said it all.  He wanted to make sure he had given us everything we would need to make it through the long nights we might have to wait before our next daybreak came.  He did not know how long it would be for us, but he knew how long it had been for some of the disciples, so he decided to tell us a story about them that might help us out – help us with our endings and beginnings.

The disciples are out on a boat fishing.  The risen Jesus has appeared to them twice so far, but now they are back in Galilee, back at their former occupation.  Oh, now realize:  this is not fishing with Grandpa.  It is not recreational fishing.  This is their work, their livelihood.  It’s not pole, hook, line, and sinker.  It’s nets!  

And that’s when they hear him.  They cannot see him, but they can hear him, someone, calling out to them across the water, guessing the truth – that they have caught no fish – and suggesting that they try the other side of the boat.  So they do, and the water begins to boil, all at once so dense with fish that some of them are flipping out of the water.  It is déjà vu!  Hadn’t this happened with Jesus before?  The boats, the nets, Jesus calling out to them.  This is not the end after all….or else the end has led them back to the beginning again!
So many details in this story are déjà vu!  The end or the beginning?  Did this happen before or not?  Peter jumps out of the boat and begins to swim toward shore.  Remember another story?  Where Peter steps out of the boat and tries to walk on the water toward Jesus?

Or what about this déjà vu story?   Remember at the Last Supper – the first Eucharist – where Jesus tells his disciples, I will not eat this meal until it is fulfilled in the Kingdom of God.  And now, in our gospel today, Jesus is eating a meal of fish and bread with them!

And don’t kid yourself:  just because it’s bread and fish, instead of bread and wine, don’t think this isn’t a Eucharistic meal.  The Feeding of the 5,000 – remember? – was fish and bread…and that pointed to the Eucharist.  
Or go into those catacombs, those burrowed-out tunnels on the outskirts of Rome where the early Christians came to worship and to bury their dead.  On the walls of those catacombs they painted their early Christian symbols…and most often the Eucharist was symbolized by meals of bread and fish – not meals of bread and wine.

So what does this mean?  A Jesus who says, I will not eat this meal until it is fulfilled in the Kingdom of God….and then he eats that very meal with them a couple of weeks later on the shores of Galilee!!  

This is the Jesus, who, in the Book of Revelation, tells us:  I am the Alpha and the Omega, the beginning and the end…the one who is and who was and who is to come!  This is Jesus’ time!  This is Easter time!  Eternal time!  Jesus’ time is always simultaneously present, past, and future.  And our time – yours and mine – is  always held – lovingly, graciously, mercifully – in the hands of the one who is the Alpha and the Omega, the beginning and the end.
And you and I are sustained by this meal, this Eucharist, this meal of bread and wine, through which Jesus comes to us today.  I will not leave you orphaned, Jesus promises us, I will come to you.  Therefore, every time we eat the bread and drink the wine, we celebrate a new beginning for us – because all of our beginnings and all of our endings are caught up in this One who is the Alpha and the Omega!
Here’s another déjà vu incident in today’s Gospel.  Is it end or beginning?  When they had gone ashore, they saw a charcoal fire there.  Do you remember the last charcoal fire that gets mentioned in John’s Gospel?  The charcoal fire back in chapter 18 around which Peter is warming himself in the high priest’s courtyard, while Jesus the prisoner is being interrogated inside.  The charcoal fire around which Peter denied his Lord…not just once…but three times!

And so, in our story today – déjà vu all over again! – Jesus asks Peter, not just once, but three times – Peter, do you love me more than these?  Earlier, at the last supper, full of bravado and trusting in his own ability to be faithful, Peter had dared to proclaim to Jesus, Even if all the rest desert you, I will not!  
But Peter failed in his boast.  He did deny his Lord, around that charcoal fire.  Three times he denied his Lord.

So it’s a more subdued Peter who now responds, when his Lord asks him, Peter, do you love me more than these?  Peter avoids giving a direct answer.  This time he didn’t dare claim to love his Lord more than the others.  But he did dare to say one thing:  Lord, you know that I love you.  Peter no longer has that same boastful confidence in himself and in his own intentions, but he at least knows that he has Jesus’ love.  
Here’s the difference that happens in this story that didn’t happen at the Last Supper and didn’t happen around the charcoal fire in the high priest’s courtyard:  Peter trusts in Jesus, not in himself!  And that’s a much better basis for discipleship and faithfulness!  
Remember Peter’s fishing experience…both of them! – the beginning one and the ending one.  In both fishing stories, they toiled all night and caught nothing.  By themselves, they caught nothing.  With Jesus, their nets were full.
And right there is the good news for you and me.  When we find ourselves in those midnight times…those times when everything seems to be an ending….those times when we long for a new beginning…..
· maybe it’s the doctor mouthing the dreaded word cancer…..
· maybe it’s the boss telling us he’s sorry, it’s the economy, but I’ve got to let you go…..
· maybe it’s the son or daughter who is rebelling against our parenting.  
When we’re at the end of our rope, there’s only one thing to do:  let go and trust Jesus.
That kind of trust in Jesus results in a changed Peter.  In fact, in a later story, told in the Book of Acts, Peter will soon stand before the high priest – not out in the courtyard, but this time right there before the high priest himself – and with boldness Peter will declare to him the gospel!

Here is the good news to us today.  Confirmation student alert:  this is what you need to write down for the good news in today’s sermon.  Here it is:  we don’t have to worry about our beginnings and endings when we trust in Jesus, who is the Alpha and the Omega, the beginning and the ending!
One more time:  we don’t have to worry about our beginnings and endings when we trust in Jesus, who is the Alpha and the Omega, the beginning and the ending!

Do you see?  Jesus Christ would not be Jesus Christ if He were only eternal in Himself, if He had no time for me.  The good news is…..

· that He has time for me;

· that He loves me;
· that He calls, judges, punishes, accepts, delivers, preserves, and rules me;

· that He is my Light, my Comfort, and my hope.

This Gospel story is good news for us in those times when we too are marooned on the sea in the middle of night….afraid that we have come to the end of something without any idea of how to begin again.
· One moment it looks hopeless to you and the next you see possibilities you never saw before.

· One moment your problems look too big to be budged, and the next you discover handles on them you never knew were there before.

· One moment the net looks empty and the next it does not.

It is the Lord!  That’s what makes the change for us.  Come, Jesus says, and have breakfast.  For those with ears to hear, there is a voice that can turn all our dead ends into new beginnings.

We have been, we are, and we always shall be in the hands of the Lord who from all eternity has been our Covenant-partner and our Friend – the Alpha and the Omega, the beginning and the end.
