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               John 21:1-19


To me, some of the most heart-wrenching words in the Christian Gospels are these:  “I am going fishing.”


Peter says these words at the beginning of the last chapter of the Gospel of John, and they are exactly the opposite of what we might expect at this point in the story.  Peter was a fisherman before he met Jesus, but he left his nets at Jesus’ invitation, and went off to become someone who fished for people.  Remember that story?  As the story is told, and as I’ve imagined it, Peter’s decision to follow Jesus wasn’t an agonizing one.  He doesn’t take a day or two to think about it.  He seems to follow Jesus without a backward glance at the boat, the net, or any of the things that had been the center of his life up until that point.  His story is one of love at first sight.


Peter becomes one of Jesus’ closest companions over the next months or years.  He witnesses the healings, the miraculous feedings.  He shares meals with Jesus, listens to him teach.  When Jesus goes up to a mountain and become transfigured in light, Peter is there to see it.  And when Jesus goes into Jerusalem, Peter is there to witness all that happens there.  In the midst of the terrible stress of Good Friday, Peter denies that he even knows Jesus.  But then he sees the empty tomb, and then he sees the Risen Christ who appears to the disciples twice as they are gathered in a locked room in Jerusalem—once when Thomas wasn’t there, and then again when Thomas was present.  Jesus “breathed on them the Holy Spirit” and gave them a powerful blessing.


The Gospel of John doesn’t record the reaction of any disciple besides Thomas to the resurrection of Christ or the blessing they receive from him.  But its not much of a stretch to imagine that they would be ecstatic, relieve, and inspired to go tell the world about the marvelous things that God has done.  So why does Peter go fishing?  Why has he gone back to the work he was doing before he met Jesus and taken a whole bunch of other disciples with him?  Has he changed his mind about being a disciple of Jesus?


We’ve been talking over the past couple of weeks about the gift of being able to change your mind.  We’ve looked at Thomas, and we’ve looked at Paul, and we’ve looked a bit at ourselves as well.  We’ve told stories to each other about times when our minds have been changed.  I’ll bet that most of the stories we’ve shared, most of the stories we like to remember, are stories about times when we’ve changed our mind for the better.  We didn’t think that we could do something, and then we discovered we could.  We didn’t think something was possible for the world, and then we saw that it was and our hearts expanded.  We didn’t think that God could do something, and then we discovered that God is active in the world in ways we hadn’t imagined, and our faith grew.


But there are another whole set of stories we could tell about changing our mind.  These stories are not as pleasant to recall, but we all have them.  These are stories of losing our nerve, of losing our confidence, of losing the conviction and certainty that we once had, of losing faith, in ourselves, in others, in God.


I have more of these stories than I care to admit, but one especially poignant one has been on my mind this week.  About five years ago, I had been working as a pastor of a small, struggling church in Boston for about seven years, long enough to earn a three month sabbatical.  I applied for and received a grant to fund a sabbatical project that I was very excited about, and in the spring, before my sabbatical began, I went out to Louisville, Kentucky to attend a gathering of all the ministers who had received the same sabbatical grant as me.  At this gathering, I went out one evening with another young minister and ended up doing a number of stupid things including drinking to great excess, getting behind the wheel of an unfamiliar rental car while intoxicated, driving across a cement median and blowing out all four tires of the rental car.  Everything managed to work out okay, and I wasn’t deeply grateful that nothing worse happened, but as I flew home to Boston the next day, I had a very strong experience of seeing clearly where my life was going.  I was praying and journaling, and found myself admitting for the first time that I was really unhappy with my work.  I could see that I was muting my frustrations by drinking more than I should and doing reckless things while drunk, and that if I kept it up I was eventually going to undermine my ministry, my family life and my health.  I knew that God was calling me to something different, and I was filled with inspiration and conviction.  This is it—I remember writing in my journal—this is the turning point of my life.


But a funny thing happened when I returned home.  I had three little kids to take care of and a lot of work piled up after being away for several days, and I had to dive into it.  Before I really noticed what was happening, the sense of urgency I felt on the plane kind of drifted away.  Within a few days I was reimmersed in the day-to-day busyness of my life.  And here’s the thing—even though my big insight had to do with my work and my dissatisfaction with it, when I re-engaged with that work it became consuming once again.  It was just what I did, and I found it harder and harder to have any perspective on it.


I think of that experience whenever I hear Peter say, “I will go fishing” at the end of John.  I think that if you asked Peter why he was going fishing there at the end of John, I think his answer would be rooted in pramatism, not despair, not regret.  He’s had a good ride with Jesus, it’s been great, but eventually the needs of the day come back into focus.  He’s seen great things and gained great understanding, but now he’s hungry and so he goes fishing.


Maybe Peter was right.  Maybe he knows, as Robert Frost knew, that “nothing gold can stay”—our moments of insight are as breathtaking but as fleeting as the colors of the sunrise.  There is beauty on the mountaintop, but it’s not, in the end, where we live our lives.  Dream all night long, but in the morning someone has to get up and make breakfast.  Most of us, if we are going to be perfectly honest with ourselves, are not going to save the world.  We can get ourselves all worked up about God’s vision for the Kingdom Come on earth, but who are we kidding, anyways?  We’re not miracle workers.  We’re not saints.  In the end, we’re fishermen, so it’s best to go back to fishing.


That’s what we call pragmatism, but I wonder if there isn’t a kind of doubt lurking just below the surface.  Unlike Thomas, Peter doesn’t doubt that Jesus is risen.  Unlike some of the religious authorities he’s encountered, Peter doesn’t doubt that Jesus is a wise teacher.  He doesn’t doubt that he is the messiah, the Christ.  But I think he doubts that he, Peter, has a role to play in God’s plan.  He doubts that the promise of new life is a promise for him.  He doubts that forgiveness could be extended to him.  He doubts that he is redeemable, loveable, useable.

Here’s the funny thing.  Peter may doubt that he has a role to play, but Jesus never does.  Jesus doesn’t seem to be persuaded by his actions or his attitude.  Jesus, in fact, hung around until he could re-issue the original invitation:  Come, follow me.  And then he gave Peter work to do:  Feed my sheep, he told him.  There’s lessons there, for us as well as for Peter.


First of all—Jesus knows, just like we know, that we don’t just move in one direction in our spiritual journeys.  We are always looping back around on ourselves, discovering ourselves back in place we thought we had long ago left behind.  This can be so discouraging to us, but Jesus doesn’t seem to mind.  Because it turns out that his call to us is also circular.  It also loops back around, and comes to us again and again.  Come, Jesus says, follow me.  He seems to know, to understand, that we have to respond to that invitation more than once because we resist that invitation on so many levels.


And secondly, Jesus knows, just like we know, that our big ideas have a way of deflating.  He knows that some of them don’t smell so great the morning after.  And so he is quite clear, to Peter and to us, that his call is not just to a conversion of ideas or of attitude, but a change of behavior.  He has work for us to do, work that requires commitment, work that will suck us in, because the work itself has its own momentum, its own rationale.  So even when we wonder if the big ideas that got us into it even make sense any more, we find ourselves propelled by the relationship we’ve now formed to all these sheep that need feeding. 


All of our faith is provisional—if you’re looking for the moment when finally it all comes together and your life is grounded in certainty, you’re going to be disappointed.
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