John 21:1-19

21After these things Jesus showed himself again to the disciples by the Sea of Tiberias; and he showed himself in this way. 2Gathered there together were Simon Peter, Thomas called the Twin, Nathanael of Cana in Galilee, the sons of Zebedee, and two others of his disciples. 3Simon Peter said to them, “I am going fishing.” They said to him, “We will go with you.” They went out and got into the boat, but that night they caught nothing. 4Just after daybreak, Jesus stood on the beach; but the disciples did not know that it was Jesus. 5Jesus said to them, “Children, you have no fish, have you?” They answered him, “No.” 6He said to them, “Cast the net to the right side of the boat, and you will find some.” So they cast it, and now they were not able to haul it in because there were so many fish. 7That disciple whom Jesus loved said to Peter, “It is the Lord!” When Simon Peter heard that it was the Lord, he put on some clothes, for he was naked, and jumped into the sea. 8But the other disciples came in the boat, dragging the net full of fish, for they were not far from the land, only about a hundred yards off. 9When they had gone ashore, they saw a charcoal fire there, with fish on it, and bread. 10Jesus said to them, “Bring some of the fish that you have just caught.” 11So Simon Peter went aboard and hauled the net ashore, full of large fish, a hundred fifty-three of them; and though there were so many, the net was not torn. 12Jesus said to them, “Come and have breakfast.” Now none of the disciples dared to ask him, “Who are you?” because they knew it was the Lord. 13Jesus came and took the bread and gave it to them, and did the same with the fish. 14This was now the third time that Jesus appeared to the disciples after he was raised from the dead. 

15When they had finished breakfast, Jesus said to Simon Peter, “Simon son of John, do you love me more than these?” He said to him, “Yes, Lord; you know that I love you.” Jesus said to him, “Feed my lambs.” 16A second time he said to him, “Simon son of John, do you love me?” He said to him, “Yes, Lord; you know that I love you.” Jesus said to him, “Tend my sheep.” 17He said to him the third time, “Simon son of John, do you love me?” Peter felt hurt because he said to him the third time, “Do you love me?” And he said to him, “Lord, you know everything; you know that I love you.” Jesus said to him, “Feed my sheep. 18Very truly, I tell you, when you were younger, you used to fasten your own belt and to go wherever you wished. But when you grow old, you will stretch out your hands, and someone else will fasten a belt around you and take you where you do not wish to go.” 19(He said this to indicate the kind of death by which he would glorify God.) After this he said to him, “Follow me.” 
Three Strikes and You’re What?
So I guess Easter is over for the disciples, right? Two weeks ago we had the empty tomb. Last week, Jesus appeared to Thomas and the disciples in Jerusalem. Now we read that the disciples have gone back to work after the Easter break. They’ve apparently gone back to their professions, and today seven of them are fishing (and not too successfully) in Galilee, about a five-day journey away. But wait  a minute; these are the disciples we’re talking about. Aren’t they supposed to be proclaiming the news of Jesus’ resurrection? Are these the same disciples who will later take the Gospel to India and Africa and Rome? Why have they in a sense gone backwards, back to their old profession as fishermen? 
Not to say that there is anything wrong with the fishing profession, but these seven men out in the boat had, once upon a time, given up this occupation in favor of following a charismatic preacher, healer, and miracle-worker who, they thought, was going to become the king of Israel, and though he hadn’t exactly usurped the throne from Herod or driven out the Roman legions, he had risen from the tomb, not as a zombie but as the incarnate deity, God made flesh and manifested in this amazing person. They hadn’t just watched a movie where they could say, “Wow! That was spectacular. See you back at work in the boat tomorrow, boys.” No, they had lived an adventure, and they must have known who Jesus was – he told them enough, and the resurrection should have dispelled any doubts as to whether or not he was the Son of God. So what was it that kept them from proclaiming this amazing news about Jesus? 
One factor was fear, of course. Even though Jesus was from God and had risen from the dead, he had endured crucifixion. Maybe they too could expect a sort of resurrection, or at least a place in the mansion Jesus was talking about, but getting crucified was not high on the disciples’ “to do” list. Jerusalem was not the safest place for these disciples, so I can imagine them fleeing at night out of the city and making their way back to their homeland where the threat of arrest and execution wasn’t as severe. And if there are forces on land that would seek to destroy you, what safer place to be than the sea? 
But it may have been more than fear of arrest that drove the disciples to Galilee. It may have been what we call a retreat from failure. It’s not something we are unfamiliar with.  It happens in jobs and relationships where you have expectations of yourself, or others have expectations of you, that you fail to fulfill. You know you’ve failed, and others know you’ve failed, and you just want to slink off with your tail between your legs and crawl under a nice rock. Perhaps you have received a promotion or taken on a job, and the responsibilities exceed your abilities to fulfill them; you flounder for a few month or years before you get replaced. Perhaps you in a relationship with someone, and you say or do something that is very selfish and inconsiderate of the other person. Knowing that you have failed in your responsibilities, at work or in a relationship, you may voluntarily resign, divorce, break up with your partner, and go back to a simpler life where you’re less likely to fail. In the case of the disciples, you could say that the failure was both a failure in relationship and in vocation. Jesus was not only their Lord; he was their friend. And when the going got tough, they all got going. They all ran away from him. They all knew that they had bombed the last test of both discipleship and friendship. And so they retreated to the last vocation where they had at least known some success, to a life where they could at least fulfill their basic responsibilities to their families. And they most likely felt that Jesus would find better, more qualified, more faithful disciples to proclaim the news of his resurrection. 

 Seeing Jesus again would have provoked quite a reaction from the disciples, especially Peter who jumps into the sea and swims ashore. There is an air of joy, but also a need to confess, something that can be so hard to do. It doesn’t surprise me that the Bible doesn’t record and apologies made by the disciples to Jesus. What did Elton John say? “Sorry seems to be the hardest word,” especially for men. I think Peter and the others wanted to say, “I’m sorry, Jesus, for running away from you.” And Peter especially wanted to say, “I’m sorry, Lord, for denying that I even knew you. I was so scared. Forgive me.” You know how you feel when you’re around someone you need to apologize to, and that person seems so gracious as if they have forgotten what you have done, but you still feel that need to say something.
And I think Jesus sensed this with Peter. Peter had been Jesus’ number one fan, but had let him down big time. Jesus knew how glad Peter was to see him, how he really loved him, and how disappointed Peter was in himself. Which is, I believe, why Jesus says what he says to Peter, not just once but three times:

“Peter, do you love me?” 

“Feed my lambs”

“Tend my sheep”

“Feed my sheep”

 Because Peter had denied knowing Jesus three times as Jesus stood trial, some have looked at this passage as Jesus “rubbing Peter’s nose in it,” reminding Peter of his miserable failure. But that doesn’t match Jesus’ character. I think we should look at this in a different light.  He is not reminding Peter of his last strikeout on three pitches. Rather, Jesus is re-affirming and re-commissioning Peter, once for each time Peter denied Jesus. In a sense Jesus is saying, “Even though you denied me three times, I would re-commission you each and every time you failed me. There is no truer way to forgive someone than giving that person another chance, and another chance, and another chance... 
Not only does Jesus commission Jesus for each time he has denied him – look how far Jesus is going to bring Peter (and the other disciples) back into the fold. Jesus is behaving like the father in the parable of the prodigal son; he doesn’t just wait for the son to return; he runs out to meet the son. Jesus doesn’t wait in Jerusalem for these guys to come back; he goes looking for them! You know you have done a terrible thing to your wife or husband, and in your own shame you leave that person. It’s one thing for your wife to say over the phone, “I forgive you.” It’s quite another thing when she travels four days, knocks on your motel door and says, “Please come home.” In fact that is true forgiveness, because it indicates that trust has been restored. 
A true story about Abraham Lincoln: In the mid 1850’s Abraham Lincoln was a lawyer working in Illinois. An important patent case was coming to Chicago, and George Harding, a patent specialist from Philadelphia, sent Lincoln an initial sum of money to take on the case. However, the case was transferred from Chicago to Cincinnati and Harding’s law firm decided to hire a man named Edwin Stanton instead of Lincoln without communicating to Lincoln that he was off the case (oops!). So Lincoln continued to work on the case and set out for Cincinnati when the case came up. Lincoln met up with Harding and Stanton and said, “Let’s go up in a gang,” meaning that the three of them could work together. Stanton drew Harding aside and said, “Why did you bring that d__ed long-armed ape here…he does not know anything and can do you no good.”
 With that, both Stanton and Harding turned away from Lincoln and walked away. In the days that followed, Stanton made it clear to Lincoln that he was expected to withdraw from the case and let Stanton and Harding handle the case alone. Lincoln did withdraw, but he remained in Cincinnati to hear the arguments. Even though Lincoln stayed at the same hotel as Stanton and Harding, he was never invited to even dine with them or accompany them to or from court. When the judge hosted a dinner for the lawyers on both sides of the case, Lincoln was not invited. Naturally the incident hurt Lincoln; he later wrote a friend, “…I never expect to be in Cincinnati again. I have nothing against the city, but things have so happened here as to make it undesirable for me to ever return here.” Six years later, Lincoln was President of the United States and asked Edwin Stanton if he would serve him as Secretary of War. Stanton and Lincoln grew to be good friends over the next four years, and as Lincoln died in the early morning of April 15th, 1865, it was Edwin Stanton, standing at Lincoln’s bedside, who uttered the famous words, “Now he belongs to the ages.”
Abraham Lincoln never asked Edwin Stanton for an apology for the way he snubbed Lincoln in Cincinnati, even though Stanton most likely felt some shame over his past behavior. But Lincoln did a far greater thing by offering Stanton the post of Secretary of War; he showed Stanton that he already was forgiven. And Lincoln’s gracious behavior probably made Stanton a better cabinet member than he otherwise might have been, because when you serve a gracious man, you offer him your best. By Jesus 
What you take home from today’s message will depend upon where you stand with Christ and with others. If you are retreating in failure, so conscious of past sins, Jesus invites you into relationship and ministry. Perhaps the greatest testimonies of Christ’s healing power can be seen in the lives of those who have struggled with personal failures – Peter and Paul were both examples of people who had a lot of guilt and whose lives were completely transformed by God. If you feel yourself a failure, feel instead the forgiving power of Christ and accept his invitation to join his Cabinet. And if you feel that others have failed you, personally or professionally, take a lesson from Abraham Lincoln, who learned his lesson from Jesus. Exercise true forgiveness. Don’t wait for someone to apologize; invite that person back into relationship. Show that you are willing to risk a relationship again. A truly penitent person will accept your invitation with enthusiasm, and will honor the grace you have offered.  
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