“Reconnected by Grace”

John 21:1-19
It had been a long night of unproductive fishing. They had cast their nets continuously but caught nothing. “Cast the nets to the right side of the boat, and you will find some,” said Jesus.
Like the early disciples, the Christian church in the United States seems to be going through a long night of unproductive fishing. The percentage of Americans committed to a church is decreasing. Now, there is a somewhat stable segment of the population still committed to the church, and as this committed segment migrates from one geographical area to another or from one denomination or church to the next, some individual churches do grow. But that means other churches decrease when they move away. Some individual churches do grow as this committed segment migrates through their doors, but how often are the ‘unchurched’ drawn into Christian worship?

“Cast your nets to the right side of the boat,” says Jesus, “and you will find some.” This morning’s scripture reading from John’s gospel shows us where we’ll find the ‘unchurched,’ and it even provides the bait.

If ever there was a person who should have been reluctant to see someone that person should have been Peter. “I will lay down my life for you,” Peter boldly promised. But just as Jesus had predicted, three times Peter denied even knowing Jesus. Surprisingly though, in the Easter story, when Peter heard the news of the empty tomb, Peter immediately ran to the grave. And when Jesus is spotted on the shore in this morning’s story, Peter doesn’t even wait for the nets to be hauled in. Immediately, he dives into the water and swims to shore. If ever there was a person who should have been reluctant to see someone, that person should have been Peter. But he wasn’t.
Now, if Peter had to face anyone else but Jesus under these circumstances, Peter would probably have anticipated the rotting taste of revenge or at the very least the shaming sound of ‘I told you so.’ But with Jesus, Peter is welcomed by the smell of charcoal, freshly baked fish and bread, and the sound of an invitation to share a meal.

They say that perception is reality, and more often than not, the way the unchurched perceive the church is through the lens of judgment. In my first church in the ministry, I was approached one time by an unchurched woman. Her son had recently become a Christian and had encouraged her to join a church. But she wasn’t sure she would be welcomed. Years earlier her marriage had ended in divorce, and as a result, she was no longer allowed to receive communion in the church she attended at that time. She was excluded from the table. She was not invited to share in the meal. 
But with Jesus, there is no intent to shame. There is no effort to humiliate or exclude. Jesus not only invites the disciples to share his breakfast—the same disciples who had deserted him at the hour of his greatest need—Jesus not only invites them, Jesus prepares the meal himself and receives them, the unworthy, not as enemies, but as friends.
But let’s be realistic. Do we have to invite everyone into our church? All who are unworthy? After all, associating with sinners and the outcasts of society is going to present some problems. Their shame might reflect shame on us. People might wonder if we approve of that sort of thing. Besides that, it just doesn’t seem right. Common sense teaches us that sooner or later a person should get what they deserve in this life. Sooner or later they ought to get their just rewards. That’s just the way it is in this life, or that’s the way it ought to be. And to suggest anything thing else would just be scandalous. Right?
In a devotional I once read, I heard a story about Malcolm Muggeridge. He was a successful literary critic when the BBC asked him to go with a film crew to India. They wanted him to see what was going on with some do-gooder named Mother Teresa. Muggeridge tells of watching her work with the very lowest of the low, and he initially wrote about “the absurdity of bringing comfort and affection to men and women who were the derelicts of Indian society…‘Is this any way to spend one’s life?’” He asked.
Years later, in explaining how these five days spent in India were the most important five days of his life, literally turning his life upside down, he put it like this: “Humankind will not be changed by being taught, but they will be changed by what is caught.” That’s what happened to him: he caught the infection called Christianity. He caught it from a carrier of the infection named Mother Teresa, and from then on, he has shared her disease.
My friends, we are a nation of rugged individualists. We’re self-made men and women who take pride in earning our keep and carrying our load. And we have learned our lessons well. If you want something in this life, then it is up to you to go out and earn it, and that includes respect, that includes self-worth, and for many of us that even includes love.

The assumed ‘truths’ of our culture have taught us that ‘you don’t get something for nothing.’ And to slightly modify another lesson of our present-day culture, ‘there is no free breakfast.’ But isn’t that exactly what Jesus is offering in today’s story? And isn’t that exactly what we are called to do in return?

“Do you love me?” asks Jesus. “Then feed my sheep.” Three times Peter had denied Jesus, and three times Peter was asked, “Do you love me?” Peter had not earned the right to eat with Jesus. He didn’t deserve that meal. What he deserved was shame, but he received forgiveness and hospitality and love.

“Do you love me?” Asks Jesus. “[Then go out and feed the rest of my sheep, as I have fed you.]”
Folks, God loves each and every one of you, and there is absolutely nothing you can do to make God love you any more. And there is nothing you can do to make God love you any less. And we, the Christian Church, are called to witness this type of unconditional love to the world.

Have you ever experienced grace? Have you ever deserved shame, but received forgiveness and hospitality and love? Shame keeps us chained to our past. Grace unlocks our future.
Jesus says, “If you love me, then share this meal with others.”

The unchurched of our world and even many within the church are starving for grace. It’s the most enticing bait we can offer. If we are ready to go fishin’, then let’s make sure we cast our nets on the right side and use the right bait.
Let us pray:

“Jesus loves me! This I know,”

For the Bible tells me so.”

Lord, help us, as a church and as Christians, to live always in this reality. Like Peter, we have all, each in our own way, denied and deserted you. And yet you welcome us with a gracious meal of love and forgiveness. May our hearts be on fire with love, and I pray that we would share this meal with others. Amen.
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