The Third Sunday of Easter – 2010

I. Introduction

Have you noticed how tightly linked smells and memories are?  You can smell a flower and immediately think of your grand​mother; smell freshly cut grass and be transported back to your childhood.

What we don’t think of very often when we read the stories in the Bible are the smells they had associated with them.  Imagine, if you will, what those seven disciples smelled when they were having breakfast with Jesus that morning on the beach.  They would have smelled fish being cooked, for sure, but once breakfast was over, those burning pieces of charcoal would have still been giving off their very characteristic smoke.

There was another time Peter smelled that smoke.  John 18:18, “Now the slaves and the temple police had made a charcoal fire because it was cold, and they were standing around it and warming themselves.  Peter also was standing with them and warming himself… (vs.25) They asked him, “You are not also one of his disciples, are you?”  He denied and said, “I am not.”

We don’t know what all the other disciples may have been thinking after breakfast, but it is pretty safe to guess what Peter was thinking.
II. Forgiveness & Reconciliation
Opening
And I think Jesus knew what Peter was thinking, too.  Peter needed to be restored; Peter needed to feel forgiven.  
Peter’s need
Out of the blue, Jesus asked a rather straightforward question “Simon, son of John, do you love me more than these?”  We’ll get to the “more than these” in a little bit.  But first, let’s concentrate on “Do you love me?”
Peter, who knew how he had once answered that question by abandoning and denying Jesus three times, was now being given a second chance to answer it… and answer it not just once, but three times.  Actually, Peter didn’t get what Jesus was doing until Jesus asked him the third time, “Do you love me?”  I can picture the recognition wash over Peter’s face when he realized Jesus was bringing up the one subject he couldn’t bring himself to talk about.  Finally all his guilt and grief finally came out.  “Yes Lord, you know everything; you know that I love you.”  
Our need
Before we talk about how Peter knew he had been forgiven, let’s bring ourselves into the story.  And we can do so with those three little words “more than these.”  “Do you love me more than these?”  “These” is going to mean something different for every person.  For Peter, he might have thought Jesus was referring to the fish and his vocation of being a fisherman.  
But what are “these” for us?  What if Jesus asked us: “How about you?  Do you love me more than these?” Each of us would know what Jesus meant by “these”.  It might refer to all the credit cards and big houses we desire to make our lives as comfortable and entertaining as we can.  For others it would be the alcohol, the drugs, the porn, the gambling, and the affairs that numb the pain in their lives but create so much more.  “Do you love me more than these?”

Closing
Turns out that Peter  is not the only one who needs to be forgiven.  All of us have put other things ahead of Jesus and they are slowly pulling us under.  But as Jesus did with Peter, Jesus grabs hold of us and invites us back, invites us to be done with the guilt and the grief, because he’s done with it… and there is work to do. 
III. Forgiveness & Purpose
Opening
That brings us to how Jesus showed Peter he was forgiven.  There is more than one way to show you have forgiven someone.  I remember hurting my mom’s feelings by something I said or did and being sent to my room to think about it—which I did, feeling more miserable all the time.  And then eventually being invited to join in the family meal where I was sure my misbehavior was going to be discussed but never was.  Instead, good, hot food and my mom’s eyes that said everything was right again.  Or when we come up to communion a little wine and a little bread is not the usual way one says, “I forgive you,” but the when the bread is Christ’s body and the wine is his blood, it becomes the perfect way to say “I forgive you.”
Jesus’ signs of forgiveness
Three times Jesus forgave Peter by inviting him to do the work He had come to do: feed my sheep, tend my lambs.  One does not entrust to another one’s life work if one has not forgiven them and reconciled with them.  Peter knows he is forgiven because he is invited again to join Jesus in doing the work of the Kingdom.
How Jesus forgave Peter is how he forgives us… with an invitation to follow him, to join him in the work the Father has given him to do.  To use the gifts we have been given and feed Jesus’ people, and tend Jesus’ children… caring not only for their physical and emo​tional needs through our work and personal lives, but making sure they know about a loving Savior.  If we can’t find the right words, we can always invite them here to “come and see”.

Closing
Why would we want to do that?  Because orienting our life around what Jesus is doing, and around those whom Jesus’ loves, fills our life with more meaning and purpose than a life trying to “slog” through without Jesus.  Like Peter, here with Jesus is where we belong.  And like Peter, here is where we get sent out on an adventure of a lifetime.
IV. Conclusion

John the Gospel writer lets us know that Peter was at the edge of a new adventure.  His encounter with Jesus took place at the edge where the water meets the shore.  The time the story takes place is at the edge when the night yields to the day.  And when you are at an edge, a transition point, all sorts of possibilities exist.  
Maybe that’s where you are.  Listen to Jesus’ voice; receive his forgiveness; accept his invitation to something new… feed my lambs, tend my sheep… follow me.  Amen.
