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‘Do you love me?’  
    (Acts 9:1-20;  John 21:1-19)

Time for a couple of confessions.  First, I'm not a big fan of church mission statements that gush about being a welcoming community.  Let's face it, every church community believes itself to be welcoming, but is that really the most important thing a church can say about itself?  Second, I'm not a big fan of the information boards outside some churches that display humorous messages, even if they do occasionally make me chuckle.  There’s a board outside a church near my home that says: 
‘A smile is a curve that sets everything straight.’  
I think it’s a quote from comedian Phyllis Diller.  Are such messages really the most important thing a church can say to its local community?  I do understand that these are attempts to connect with society, but I wonder if such connections are authentic or meaningful, or if they ever actually encourage someone on the journey of faith.

It seems to me that such efforts often fall short of the fullness of the church’s Easter faith – the crucifixion of Jesus on a Friday called good, and his resurrection three days later.  Easter is not resuscitation after a near death experience, such that life is like it was before;  Easter is resurrection to a new life;  a life that is no longer subject to any power but God.  God renews an ailing creation by nailing it to the cross and raising it with Jesus into new life.  God raises Jesus from the dead to declare that there can be no reconciliation of what is not divided, no renewal of what is not broken, no healing of what is not injured, and no raising up of what is not cast down.  
In other words, there can be no bringing to life of what is not dead.

Today’s Bible passages reflect this reality.  In the Book of Acts, we’re introduced to Saul of Tarsus, a man who’d been establishing a reputation as a persecutor of the church.  On a journey from Jerusalem to Damascus, Saul encounters the risen Lord, who says to him:  
‘Saul, Saul, why do you persecute me?’  
In this encounter the foundations of Saul’s religious tradition are shattered.  He discovers that the Messiah worshipped by the church is not dead but living.  He discovers that this Messiah is synonymous with his church, and to persecute one is to persecute the other.  He discovers that this Messiah is now calling him to a new life, from church persecutor to church planter.

This encounter with the risen Lord marks the beginning of his ministry as the apostle Paul.  In his letter to the Philippians, Paul recalls this transition by listing his impressive credentials – circumcised on the eighth day, an Israelite of Benjamin’s tribe, born a Hebrew, a Pharisee, persecutor of the church, and exemplar of the law.  And then he makes an amazing declaration:  ‘Yet whatever gains I had, these I’ve come to regard as loss because of Christ.  For his sake I have suffered the loss of all things, and I regard them as rubbish, in order that I may gain Christ.’  
Paul learns that there can be no bringing to life of what is not dead.

John's Gospel contains four resurrection accounts.  The first appearance of Jesus is to Mary Magdalene.  The second appearance is to the disciples in a locked house, when Jesus breathes his peace upon them and gives them the Holy Spirit.  The third appearance occurs a week later, as Thomas comes to faith in the risen Lord.  
The fourth appearance is in the passage we’ve just heard, as Jesus appears to the disciples while they’re fishing on the Sea of Tiberias.  This passage reminds us of something that happens at the beginning of his ministry.  The net full of fish echoes the overwhelming quantity of wine that Jesus provides for the wedding at Cana.  These stories at the beginning and the end of John’s gospel testify to the One in whom the fullness of God is pleased to dwell;  the Word of God become flesh, bringing into the world grace and truth, light and life.

The gospel passage then continues as a conversation between Jesus and Peter.  Three times Jesus asks Peter, 
‘Simon, son of John, do you love me?’  
Three times Peter answers, 
‘Yes Lord;  you know that I love you.’  
Three times Jesus calls Peter to care for the other disciples.  Echoing his three denials of Jesus, Peter is now forgiven and commissioned to lead and serve the emerging Christian community.  In the light of the resurrection of Jesus, the bitterness of guilt and condemnation is dead and buried; replaced by the joy of love and service.  
Peter learns that there can be no bringing to life of what is not dead.  
This is the good news of the gospel - God’s offer of life to those who trust in Jesus and his way. 

You may be familiar with John Wesley’s covenant prayer:  
I am no longer my own, but yours.  
Put me to what you will, place me with whom you will;  
put me to doing, put me to suffering;  
let me be employed for you or laid aside for you, 
exalted for you or brought low for you;  
let me be full, let me be empty;  
let me have all things, let me have nothing;  
I freely and wholeheartedly yield all things 
to your pleasure and disposal.  
And now, glorious and blessed God, Father, Son and Holy Spirit, you are mine and I am yours, to the glory and praise of your name.  Amen.
Wesley acknowledges how the extremes of human experience are able to serve the divine will because we belong to God.  The prayer opens by claiming this belonging:  ‘I am no longer my own, but yours.’  And it closes by celebrating that this is actually a mutual belonging of God and God’s people:  ‘You are mine and I am yours.’

The good news of the gospel is that because we belong to the God of the living, we are raised with Jesus into a new humanity.  The church, as the body of Christ, is a new humanity called into being by the Holy Spirit to be a living, breathing sign of God’s new creation.  As members of the body of Christ, we belong, not just to God, but to each other, because only together are we family.  As sisters and brothers, we’re given the life of Christ, crucified and risen, with him to discover that there can be no bringing to life of what is not dead.  In the midst of all pain, suffering, grief, despair and darkness, the God of life claims us as his own.  
This is the good news that we offer to a hurting world, and we share it in every part of our life together, especially as we gather to be fed by God in Word and Sacrament.  Let us prepare to gather once again at the table of our Lord, as he arrives to love us into life.  Alleluia.  Christ is risen.  He is risen indeed.  Alleluia!

