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John 21:1-19 THE GOD OF THE SECOND CHANCE
The Sunday readings set between Easter and Pentecost are just so inspiring!  They are stories of transformation.  People transformed by encounters with the risen Christ, or by the power of the Gospel, or by his power at work through his servants.  Hearts, minds, lives, whole communities – transformed by Jesus!
Last week, we read about Thomas, transformed when he encountered the risen Christ though a locked door.  Today we’ve read about Paul’s transformation on the road to Damascus and then in the Gospel reading, Peter’s story.  It’s Peter’s story that I want to focus on this morning.
Have you ever made a real mess of something?  Perhaps we’ve made a poor financial decision or we’ve messed up a task someone entrusted us with.  Maybe we’ve failed someone we love, and damaged a relationship.  Perhaps we’ve let someone down or maybe we’ve failed to meet our own expectations.  

To feel a sense failure and hopelessness is one of the worst places we can ever be.  It is soul destroying and it’s debilitating.
Our Gospel reading this morning picks up the story of the disciples, after the resurrected Jesus has appeared to them twice in the upper room. In this narrative, the focus is on Peter.  

Let’s retrace Peter’s last few days for a moment.  Think back to the Last Supper. Jesus was speaking more plainly than ever before.  The disciples were in hiding, and they knew it.  Jesus spoke of his betrayal and his impending arrest, and do you remember Peter’s reaction? “Lord- I’ll lay down my life for you!”  I can almost feel the sorrow in Jesus’ heart, as he predicts that Peter will deny him three times. Then in the Garden of Gethsemane, the disciples scattered when the soldiers arrested Jesus.  But at least Peter followed them at a safe distance.

You know the rest of the story.  Peter sneaked into the courtyard, and was warming himself by the fire when he was accused of being a disciple –three separate times. Each time, becoming more and more adamant - Peter denied that he even knew Jesus.  Then the cock crowed – and he realised what he’d done.  He went out of the courtyard and wept bitterly.
This brash, opinionated, passionate fisherman; this tough guy – wept bitterly. What agony of spirit he must have been experiencing.  What grief.  What self-loathing. How could he forget his brave and passionate declaration that he’d give his life for Jesus – and then he couldn’t even admit he knew him to a slave girl?   Peter was a broken man.  

I can imagine Peter perhaps withdrawing into a taciturn and depressed silence – but at least he stayed with the other disciples.  He was in the upper room when Jesus appeared to them.
But I wonder how he felt?  He would have known the same joy and wonder that the other disciples experienced – but it must have been mingled with a deep sense of failure and worthlessness.  I can almost see Peter slinking to the back of the room, wanting to embrace Jesus like the others, yet acutely aware of his failure. His emotions would have been an agonizing mix of joy and hopelessness.

How do we know Peter was such mess? In the midst of the joy and even euphoria that would have been part of that community of believers at that time – what does Peter do?  He mumbles “I’m going fishing!”

I’m sure his fellow disciples felt for him, perhaps were even worried about him, because they said, “Hang on Peter – we’ll go with you”

They fished all night.  Perhaps the disciples talked through the night about the events of the last three days.  How could they NOT talk about Jesus’ appearing alive, risen from the dead! They would have talked and talked – except Peter.  I see Peter hunched over the side of the boat, staring out at the darkened sea, trying to sort out his churning emotions.  He knew he loved Jesus, so much that it hurt – but he’d blown it.  He’d denied him. It was finished.  He wasn’t worthy to call himself a disciple.  He didn’t feel worthy to be part of this group any more.
The sun would have risen on his depressed and conflicted spirit.

As the sky lightened, they neared the shore and saw a fire burning on the beach.  Listen to what happened. (v 5-7)
Jesus shouted, "Friends, have you caught anything?" "No!" they answered. So he told them, "Let your net down on the right side of your boat, and you will catch some fish." They did, and the net was so full of fish that they could not drag it up into the boat. 

Jesus' favorite disciple told Peter, "It's the Lord!" When Simon Peter heard that it was the Lord, he put on the clothes that he had taken off while he was working. Then he jumped into the water. 

In the early morning light, Peter’s joy at Jesus’ appearance overcame his sense of failure, and he leapt into the water to go to him. By the time they’d got the nets in, and the fish sorted, Jesus had breakfast cooked.  They sat down and ate together as they watched the sun rise over Lake Galilee.

Again, I wonder what Peter was thinking.  Now they were together again, sitting in the silence of the dawn, perhaps his sense of failure surfaced again. 
Then Jesus did something very interesting.  He looked at Peter, and asked him a very direct question. It was a healing question; a question that drew out something positive in Peter.  Jesus asked “Peter, Son of John – do you love me more than these?” 

“Oh yes Lord – you know I love you” – replied Peter.  How relieved he must have been to be able to say that to Jesus.  Three times Jesus asked Peter if he loved him.  Three times Peter declared his love for Jesus - once for each of his denials.  And three times Jesus commissioned him with the task of caring for his people.

In this short exchange, Jesus took Peter as he was, loved him, healed him, forgave him, and re-commissioned him to fulfill the purpose God had for him. 

What a very encouraging story!  I don’t think any of us could fail Jesus as badly as Peter did – ever.  Yet here we see the depth of love and compassion Jesus had for Peter, despite how he had messed things up. And we see Jesus taking this poor, wounded soul, healing and forgiving him, and redeeming the call of God on his life.

So we think we’ve messed things up? Maybe we have, but God can take the mess, clear it away, heal our wounds, and re-instate us in his service, if we turn back to him.

Allow me to share something of a painful story with you – I can really relate to Peter…
My path to ordination wasn’t smooth sailing. My call as a priest began when Jay and I had four school age children, were running a business, and I was putting around 15 hours a week into the church.  It was the work I was doing in the church that really fed and energised me, so when it began to emerge that God was calling me to the ministry, I was just so excited.  I’d begun theological training by this time and was a student minister in a Sydney church.
However, I was also very frustrated because even though I was sensing God’s call more and more strongly – it seemed totally impossible.  There were just too many obstacles.
But then, God is good at things that are impossible, and one by one the obstacles were removed. Then I received an offer from a church in this diocese to join the staff as a student minister.  That was the clincher.  God couldn’t have made things clearer!

We packed up the whole family and moved into the diocese – even though I didn’t have any guarantee then that I’d be accepted for ordination.  But I wasn’t worried – everything was just falling into place.  All the feedback I was getting from my mentors, the college, the examining chaplains, and the parish I was working in was all really positive, so I navigated the selection process feeling very confident. Finally, it came time to sit the dreaded ‘panel’.  That’s where you get grilled by 3 panels of 3 people each over the course of a day. It’s very grueling. But I emerged feeling good about it – I wasn’t remotely concerned.
After a few weeks, the candidates were summoned to the bishop’s office.  My turn came. It took a minute for the bishop’s words to sink in.  He was looking embarrassed.  He was looking concerned.  He was saying - they didn’t want me. They didn’t think I was at all suitable. I should stick with being a layperson. I’d been knocked back…
He read the panel’s report to me.  I was stunned.  It sounded like they were talking about another person.  What on EARTH had I done to come across like that?  It wasn’t me they were talking about!  I had really blown it.  

I was devastated.  I’d never known such grief. It looked like I’d taken this precious call God had entrusted me with an allowed it to turn into dust.

So – I can relate to Peter.
But like Peter, God wasn’t finished with me.  I had to reach a point where I could give my broken dream back to God regardless of what the outcome might be.  I had to be prepared to give it all up – if that’s what God wanted. God needed to be the most important thing in my life. But he didn’t want me to give it up.  I had some work to do. Over the next few months, God gently put me back together again.  I learned. I grew.  I was given another chance to go before the panel. This time it was as positive as the previous experience had been negative.  God re-instated the call he had given me – now infinitely more precious.

Our God is the God of the second chance.  We may well make a mess of things at times.  We may bring him and ourselves grief and pain through our own fault – as Peter did.  But God is in the business of resurrection and redemption.  He can take disappointments, failures, and broken dreams and weave from them something infinitely precious.  It may not be what we envisaged at the beginning, but if we will trust him with our mistakes and failures, if we can come to God ready to do his will, God can redeem our mistakes and failures and fashion them into his infinite plan.

Let’s pray.

