Sunday 18th April – the call of Jesus

Good morning everyone.  As we join together in worship this morning, we praise the God who made us and who loves us.  So as we open our service in prayer I invite you to think for a moment – what can you thank God for today?  We don’t have to pretend that everything in life is easy but we know that in the good times we must remember to be grateful, and in the hard times we can still thank God that he is there with us.  So let us pray.
Lord, we come to you today in praise.  For what you have given us, for what you have done in our lives, and most of all for who you are.  You are our God, our Rock, our Redeemer, our Shepherd, our Lord.  And we pray too for this service, that you would bless it, that you would meet with us in it and speak to us, and that you would be glorified through it, in Jesus’ name.  Amen.

We sing together:  13 All people that on earth do dwell.

Our first reading today is from Luke 5, v. 1-11

5 One day as Jesus was standing by the Lake of Gennesaret, the people were crowding around him and listening to the word of God. 2 He saw at the water’s edge two boats, left there by the fishermen, who were washing their nets. 3 He got into one of the boats, the one belonging to Simon, and asked him to put out a little from shore. Then he sat down and taught the people from the boat.
4 When he had finished speaking, he said to Simon, “Put out into deep water, and let down the nets for a catch.”
5 Simon answered, “Master, we’ve worked hard all night and haven’t caught anything. But because you say so, I will let down the nets.”
6 When they had done so, they caught such a large number of fish that their nets began to break. 7 So they signalled their partners in the other boat to come and help them, and they came and filled both boats so full that they began to sink.
8 When Simon Peter saw this, he fell at Jesus’ knees and said, “Go away from me, Lord; I am a sinful man!” 9 For he and all his companions were astonished at the catch of fish they had taken, 10 and so were James and John, the sons of Zebedee, Simon’s partners.
Then Jesus said to Simon, “Don’t be afraid; from now on you will fish for people.” 11 So they pulled their boats up on shore, left everything and followed him.
As we think about this story for a moment, I invite you just to consider the experience of these men.  Tired from a hard night’s work; discouraged; probably anxious – with no catch, there is no money for everyday living.  Jesus steps in to their situation, and as they act on his words they find his blessing and provision.  And he doesn’t just give them a few fish to keep them going, but an overwhelming abundance.  
That same Jesus still cares for us today, for our daily needs and anxieties.  He invites us to pray, “Give us today our daily bread.”  So we come to him now in a time of prayer, bringing before him those people and situations that are on our minds, and asking him to bless them.
Lord, for those situations where we, or those we know, are in physical need, we ask for your physical provision.  Where there is hunger, provide sustenance; where there is thirst, provide water; where there is financial difficulty, provide economic support.  Lord we lift them to you now.

…

Lord, for those situations of sickness, we ask for your provision of healing.  Whether through the provision of the medical profession, or the provision of your own miracles, we know that all good things come from you.  So we lift to you those who are ill, and those who work with them….  We lift to you the situation of COVID and ask for the healing of the nations.  We praise you for the provision of vaccines, and the provision of those who can teach us how to fight against the virus.  Would you bless them in their work, and help us to listen, that we might be blessed in our obedience.

…

Lord, for those in situations of grief and loss, we ask for your provision of comfort.  As a nation we remember the Queen and the royal family in their grief, but as individuals we have other losses too, and we just pray that each one will know your touch, your love, your peace at this time.

…

And Lord, for those situations of conflict, we ask for your provision of peace, of understanding, of forgiveness.  Lord, may people realise what they are doing to one another, whether that is between individuals or between countries; may their eyes be opened to their destruction and the damage they are causing, and may they be moved to seek peace and reconciliation.
…

And Lord we just thank you again that you hear all our prayers, spoken or unspoken.  Thank you for your love and blessing upon us, and for your provision for us in the person of Jesus, through whose death we are healed, restored, forgiven, reconciled.  We thank you that in our weariness and anxiety you stepped in to bring abundance and fullness of life.  Amen.

Let us sing again: 465 Praise him, praise him, Jesus our blessed Redeemer

Our main reading this morning is John 21, and the story might sound rather familiar…

21 Afterward Jesus appeared again to his disciples, by the Sea of Galilee. It happened this way: 2 Simon Peter, Thomas (also known as Didymus), Nathanael from Cana in Galilee, the sons of Zebedee, and two other disciples were together. 3 “I’m going out to fish,” Simon Peter told them, and they said, “We’ll go with you.” So they went out and got into the boat, but that night they caught nothing.

4 Early in the morning, Jesus stood on the shore, but the disciples did not realize that it was Jesus.

5 He called out to them, “Friends, haven’t you any fish?”

“No,” they answered.

6 He said, “Throw your net on the right side of the boat and you will find some.” When they did, they were unable to haul the net in because of the large number of fish.

7 Then the disciple whom Jesus loved said to Peter, “It is the Lord!” As soon as Simon Peter heard him say, “It is the Lord,” he wrapped his outer garment around him (for he had taken it off) and jumped into the water. 8 The other disciples followed in the boat, towing the net full of fish, for they were not far from shore, about a hundred yards. 9 When they landed, they saw a fire of burning coals there with fish on it, and some bread.

10 Jesus said to them, “Bring some of the fish you have just caught.” 11 So Simon Peter climbed back into the boat and dragged the net ashore. It was full of large fish, 153, but even with so many the net was not torn. 12 Jesus said to them, “Come and have breakfast.” None of the disciples dared ask him, “Who are you?” They knew it was the Lord. 13 Jesus came, took the bread and gave it to them, and did the same with the fish. 14 This was now the third time Jesus appeared to his disciples after he was raised from the dead.

15 When they had finished eating, 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.”

16 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.”

17 The third time he said to him, “Simon son of John, do you love me?”

Peter was hurt because Jesus asked him the third time, “Do you love me?” He said, “Lord, you know all things; you know that I love you.”

Jesus said, “Feed my sheep. 18 Very truly I tell you, when you were younger you dressed yourself and went where you wanted; but when you are old you will stretch out your hands, and someone else will dress you and lead you where you do not want to go.” 19 Jesus said this to indicate the kind of death by which Peter would glorify God. Then he said to him, “Follow me!”

20 Peter turned and saw that the disciple whom Jesus loved was following them. (This was the one who had leaned back against Jesus at the supper and had said, “Lord, who is going to betray you?”) 21 When Peter saw him, he asked, “Lord, what about him?”

22 Jesus answered, “If I want him to remain alive until I return, what is that to you? You must follow me.” 23 Because of this, the rumour spread among the believers that this disciple would not die. But Jesus did not say that he would not die; he only said, “If I want him to remain alive until I return, what is that to you?”

24 This is the disciple who testifies to these things and who wrote them down. We know that his testimony is true.

An encounter with Jesus.  The third encounter since the resurrection, and (I think) one of the most interesting.  The last 2 times he has appeared it has been where all the disciples are gathered, on a Sunday, in a locked room – presumably talking about him.  After all, he was the one that held them all together.  And that might be what we would expect.  Matthew 18:20 says, “where two or three gather in my name, there am I with them”.  And he was – and he is.  In church, when we join together, even when we are scattered in our houses yet gathered by the internet, Jesus is with us in this time in a special way.  Great.
But what about the other days?  It’s wonderful that we can meet with Jesus at church on a Sunday, but there are 6 other days in the week as well.  The disciples had given up everything to follow Jesus for potentially the last 3 years – but now what were they supposed to do?  Since Jesus died, they have mourned, they have been overjoyed at seeing him again, but he has not been there all the time to lead them.  I imagine that he has set the agenda for the last 3 years, they have not really had to think too much for themselves.  Now he is gone, although he might ‘pop back’ at any time.
It is Peter, of course, who comes up with an answer.  He’s not the type of person to just sit around and wait for things to happen.  “I’m going out to fish.”  

Now I have heard sermons that suggest Peter was trying here to return to his old life, that he had somehow given up.  I really don’t think that is the case.  I’d guess the disciples needed food – perhaps they needed money, those who supported Jesus financially when he was ministering on earth might not have felt the same about his disciples when Jesus was gone, especially when those disciples didn’t really know what they were doing.  And there is probably something comforting about doing what you know, when you don’t know what to do.  But also, as we have seen, this is where he met Jesus.  This is where he was called by Jesus.  I don’t say he was expecting to meet Jesus again, but perhaps there was a part of him that wanted to reconnect with that original call.

I don’t think that’s a bad thing, in times of difficulty, to go back to the place where Jesus called you and remind yourself of that call.  When I was called to ministry, God used the story of Moses to reach me, and I will go back to read that story when I begin to doubt myself.  When I gave myself to Christ, I answered an altar call while the song ‘amazing grace’ was playing, and that song is still very special to me.  Going back to those activities or those stories or those songs in which we have met with Jesus in the past is a way we can reconnect with him in the present, we can remind ourselves of who we are and who we were and what he has called us to be.  And maybe, for Peter, there was something about getting back into his boat to fish that reminded him of that too.
Of course, six other disciples went along too.  We don’t know how many of them were fishermen, although James and John, the sons of Zebedee, shared in that first story of Jesus’ call.  They might have felt the same as Peter; they might just have wanted something to do.  But they went fishing.  

And there, not in church, not praying, not singing, not spreading the gospel, just working (and that unsuccessfully) they encounter Jesus.  A man on the shore shouts “Try the other side!” – I wonder if bells start to ring in their heads, or if they are too tired to notice.  But as soon as the nets come up full, “The disciple whom Jesus loved”, which is John’s way of describing himself, realises who that man is.  He has been here before, and it can only mean one thing.  “It is the Lord!”
Peter, the ever-impetuous, can’t wait.  He jumps overboard to see Jesus.

Jesus is waiting with breakfast.  Loaves and fishes seem to be his speciality!  And there, not in the middle of anything ‘religious’ or ‘spiritual’, the disciples once again encounter Jesus.  There, on the beach after a barbecue breakfast, Peter has a significant personal conversation with his Saviour.

We don’t know if Jesus has talked to Peter personally before this.  When he met with the disciples all together in a locked room, we don’t know if he might have had the chance to take Peter aside – possibly not, in the joy and commotion.  But this conversation we do know about.  And in three questions Peter is asked to affirm his love for Jesus, and given a job to do.  

We can’t help but reflect upon the three times Peter denied Jesus on that Good Friday.  Jesus extends to him forgiveness – the subheadings in the NIV call this episode ‘Jesus reinstates Peter’. There is this request for him to affirm three times what he has previously denied three times.  “Peter, you said you did not know me – do you really love me?”
Peter isn’t asked to apologise.  Perhaps this is something we sometimes miss.  Peter never falls at Jesus’ feet and says “I’m sorry for denying you.”  And Jesus doesn’t ask him to.  He asks him to change.  We sometimes talk about repentance and forgiveness as though it is saying “Sorry,” and the other person saying “I forgive you.”  That’s not what repentance is.  We know that ‘to repent’ means ‘to turn around’ – and here Peter is invited to do just that.  Not to grovel in sorrow but to proclaim what he had denied, to change his words, to ‘undo’, as far as he could, what he had previously done wrong.  And Jesus doesn’t extend forgiveness, but accepts his ‘un-denying’ and gives him a job to do.  He also explains to Peter what the cost will be of his affirmation.  “You have said that you love me, but you will be lead out to die for it.  Follow me.”
Today we are faced with the same question.  As we encounter Jesus, whether in church or in unexpected meetings in our everyday lives, he says to us, “Do you love me?”

Take a moment.  Look around you.  Take your minds out of church and into your houses, your families, your workplaces.  These are the places where Jesus meets you.  These are the places where you have promised to follow him; they are the places where you have let him down.  These are the places where, maybe not through your words but through your thoughts or your actions, you have denied Jesus.  He invites you now to repent; not just to say “Sorry” but to truly turn around.  
That time you said harsh words to your family member, you proclaimed through your actions that you did not love Christ.

That time you exaggerated your timesheet at work, you said you were not a Christian.
That time you harboured a grudge against a member of Christ’s church, the love of Christ was not in you.

And Jesus says to you today, “Do you love me?”

I hope that the answer to that is ‘yes’.  But if it is, know that it comes at a cost.  Jesus follows Peter’s answer not with “Great!” but with a call, and a price.  To love him is to obey him, and that is not always easy.

Peter’s commission is to care for Jesus’ sheep.  The cost is his death.  Now, that is not true for everyone.  Peter asks about John, what will happen to him?  Jesus refuses to say.  We do not need to know what Jesus has called other people to, we do not need to know what price they are asked to pay for it.  We are not to concern ourselves with their relationship with God, but with ours.  

…

Through this story we see that Jesus meets us in unexpected places.  He invites us to repent.  He offers us forgiveness.  He calls us to serve.  He warns us of the cost.  What is he asking of you today?
…

Let us pray.

Lord, in the silence now would you bring to our minds those ways in which we have denied you….  Help us to turn away from them, and to proclaim with our actions as well as our words that you are Lord, and we love you.  

As we encounter you today in church, especially in communion, and every day in our homes and families and workplaces, open our eyes to recognise you, our ears to hear your call, and our hearts to respond.  In the words of St Ignatius: Teach us, good Lord, to serve you as you deserve, to give and not to count the cost, to fight and not to heed the wounds, to toil and not to seek for rest, to labour and not to ask for any reward, save that of knowing that we do your will.  Amen.

Let us sing again: 1120 Will you come and follow me?

As we prepare in a moment to come to a time of communion, we remember the joy those disciples had on that beach in Galilee as they shared a meal with their Lord.  He invites all those who love him to come to this table, a foretaste of things eternal:
Come, when you are fearful, to be made new in love.
Come, when you are doubtful, to be made strong in faith.
Come, when you are regretful, and be made whole.
Come and meet the risen Christ, for we are his body.
Let us pray.  Almighty God, to whom all hearts are open, all desires known, and from whom no secrets are hidden: cleanse the thoughts of our hearts by the inspiration of your Holy Spirit, that we may perfectly love you, and worthily magnify your holy name; through Christ our Lord.  Amen.

The apostle Paul tells us of the institution of the Lord’s Supper.  I’m going to read this today from The Message version, because when we know it so well it is good to hear sometimes in new words.
23-26 Let me go over with you again exactly what goes on in the Lord’s Supper and why it is so centrally important. I received my instructions from the Master himself and passed them on to you. The Master, Jesus, on the night of his betrayal, took bread. Having given thanks, he broke it and said,
This is my body, broken for you. Do this to remember me.

After supper, he did the same thing with the cup:
This cup is my blood, my new covenant with you. Each time you drink this cup, remember me.

What you must solemnly realize is that every time you eat this bread and every time you drink this cup, you reenact in your words and actions the death of the Master. You will be drawn back to this meal again and again until the Master returns. You must never let familiarity breed contempt.

Let us pray.  Creating and redeeming God, we give you thanks and praise for your covenant of grace: a covenant expressed in sinful people who know forgiveness, the weary who are refreshed, the hungry who are nourished, the captives who are set free and the oppressed who experience liberation.  Thank you that you chose to make us part of your story.
Thank you for Jesus, who revealed your love in his death and resurrection and who continues to meet with us and share his life with us through bread and wine.  Thank you for sending the Holy Spirit who sustains our walk together, helping us to watch over each other, to pray for one another, and to work together for justice and truth.  

As we eat this bread and drink from the cup, (signs of hospitality and grace), may we be empowered to serve boldly wherever you may call.  

Accept these prayers and our heartfelt thanksgiving in the name of Jesus Christ our Lord.  Amen.

…
Jesus said, “This is my body which is for you; do this in memory of me”.  Break your bread and eat in remembrance that Christ died for you, and feed on him in your heart by faith, with thanksgiving.
…

In the same way, he took the cup after supper and said: “This cup is the new covenant sealed by my blood.  Whenever you drink it, do this in memory of me”.  Let us drink together, remembering that Christ’s blood was shed for you, and be thankful.

…

God of grace, you have called us to be your disciples and gathered us to your table.  Here we have tasted the bread of heaven and shared the new wine of your kingdom.  Empower us by your Spirit, that we might be a gospel people: good news for all the world, through Jesus Christ our Lord.
…
Sing: In Christ Alone

We have encountered Jesus through prayer, through song, through the Word of God and through our meal together.  We have declared our love for him in words, let us go and declare it in action.  He calls us to serve in many different ways: the minister is not the only one to be called by God.  If you want to talk to me about how you might fulfil your call in the church or elsewhere I would love to have that conversation with you.  If the burden of the call is heavy and costly, as a church we bear it together.  But do not ignore the call of Jesus.  
We sing our final song together, a song that speaks of the call of God to each one of us:

Go tell it on the mountain

And now May the Love of God enfold you. May the Light of God surround you, May the power of God protect you, May the presence of God watch over you, for wherever you are, God is.  Go in peace to love and serve the Lord.  Amen.
