Pre:

What do you do when you have just been through a very overwhelming experience? When life has perhaps thrown you a big curve, and you don’t yet know how things are going to settle out in your life? Is there a safe place that you go to? A place where you can find some semblance of normalcy?


That seems to be what the disciples did soon after the resurrection of Jesus. Their world had been turned upside down when Jesus died, and then turned upside down again, when he started showing up alive. In addition to that, there were serious unresolved issues. Doubt. Guilt. Confusion. Their life was like a snowglobe that kept getting shaken up. So much had happened that they couldn’t even think. Things didn’t yet make sense, so they went back to what was familiar. Fishing, on the Sea of Galilee (Tiberias). 


Here’s what happened. 

Fresh Start

John 21:1-19


What does it take to be a leader in the church of Jesus Christ? 

Commitment? Faith? Knowledge of the Bible? Perfect attendance in worship? A seminary degree? 


How about. . . .failure? 


Failure probably isn’t what you want on your discipleship resume. But let’s be honest. It’s not really a question of whether you will fail. We all fail. The question is what do you do with your failures? 

Thomas Edison is one of my favorite historical characters. Not just because he was so creative, but because of how he handled failure. In December of 1914 he was working on the creation of a storage battery. He had worked on this invention for ten years. On one particular evening, spontaneous combustion broke out in the film room. Within minutes all the packing compounds, celluloid for records and film, and all other flammable goods were in flames. Fire companies from eight surrounding towns arrived, but the heat was so intense and the water pressure so low that the attempt to douse the flames was futile. Everything was destroyed. The damage exceeded two million dollars, but the buildings were only insured for $238,000 because they were made of concrete and thought to be fireproof. The inventor’s 24-year-old son, Charles, searched frantically for his father. He finally found him, calmly watching the fire, his face glowing in the reflection, his white hair blowing in the wind. “My heart ached for him,” said Charles.”  He was 67—no longer a young man—and everything was going up in flames. When he saw me, he shouted, ‘Charles, where’s your mother?’ When I told him I didn’t know, he said, ‘Find her. Bring her here. She will never see anything like this as long as she lives.’” The next morning, Edison looked at the ruins and said, “There is great value in disaster. All our mistakes are burned up. Thank God we can start anew.” Three weeks after the fire, Edison managed to deliver the first phonograph. (Swindoll, Hand Me another Brick, 82-3)


Henry Ford once said that failure is the “opportunity to begin again, more intelligently.” (Wiersbe, Confident Living, p. 22)


Bruce Larson says that “what we need in the church are models who fail. Most of us fail more than we succeed. We find success once in a while, and we praise God. But much of what we do is a flop. Every parent and every spouse knows that. We all fail our cities, our world. We need to admit that. When we pretend that we once sinned but don’t now, we produce a church where loneliness is rampant, a place where I know I’m not making it, but I assume everyone else is. The church is not a museum for finished products. It is a hospital for the sick.” 


Some time ago I read a newspaper article describing an upsurge in the popularity of “Christian” romance novels. That interested me, because as most of you know, I like to write, and one of my life goals is to one day publish in the area of fiction. The article listed a number of features that one publisher requires writers to include in their stories: the hero and heroine must not be divorced, the language must be clean (not even “heck” or “darn”), there must be no explicit sexual language, etc. The list disturbed me because while the books may encourage moral living, they are also very likely to give people the impression that Christians don’t sin or fail. And that’s hogwash. It would be much better to tell stories (as the Bible does!) of people who fail conspicuously, and who are changed and healed by God’s forgiving love. 

We are new creatures in Christ, and that opens up a whole new world of possibilities for transformation, for healing, for becoming the people we are meant to be. But oddly enough that transformation can only happen if we admit that we are still stumbling, bumbling sinners who need Jesus.


This is what the story of Simon Peter says to us. 


Simon Peter, as I’m sure you know, was a very impetuous person.  And he loved Jesus very much.  He made some pretty rash promises that he did not follow through on.  The one that was the most devastating happened on the eve of Jesus’ crucifixion.  He had promised to stay faithful, whatever others would do.  He had promised to follow him, even to the death.  Instead, when he was pushed to the wall, he denied even knowing Jesus.  Three times.  


That failure could have signaled the end of Peter’s discipleship.  His actions had created a breach in the relationship, and even after the resurrection, Peter had to wonder whether things could ever be the same again.  It created a memory that for Peter could have seriously interfered with his ability to follow Jesus.  His attitude probably fit this saying that I read this week:  “I feel like a bar of homemade soap after a hard washday.”  (story file, 19.8.5)  And that’s what unresolved guilt does.  It makes a person feel used and worn out.  Worthless.  


If left to his own resources, what might have become of Peter? I can think of at least three possibilities: 

*He might have thrown up his hands in despair, and given up. Look how I just messed up. God can’t use me! In other words, he might have used his failure as an excuse for doing nothing. 

*Or, Peter might have done the opposite, going into denial: Then he would have become a very zealous pharisaic apostle, rigid, inflexible (anal), in an effort to overcompensate for his failure.  


*Or, he might have tried to muddle through.  Self-critical and pessimistic, he may have continued in ministry, with a black cloud following him around.

The idea of repentance is often wrongly understood as doing penance and feeling miserable about it.  Martin Luther once described himself this way:  “I kept the rule of penance so strictly that I may say that if ever a monk got to heaven by his sheer monkery, it was I.  Had I kept on any longer, I should have killed myself with vigils, prayers, readings, and other works.”  What Luther later discovered is that to repent means to change your mind, and that repentance is always linked with believing the good news.  Not bad news.  Good news.  Forgiveness, healing, a fresh start.  And that’s what Peter needed, too.


Peter had truly failed, hadn’t he? Three times Peter had denied knowing Jesus, and three times Jesus asked Peter:  Do you love me?  Three times, Peter reaffirmed his love. (You know I love you.) Three times, Jesus reaffirmed Peter’s call.  Feed my lambs.  Tend my sheep.  Feed my sheep.  


This conversation was a painful one.  And necessary.  Without it, Peter would be crippled in his ministry.  His guilt had to be resolved if he was to do anybody any good. And the plain fact was that Jesus wanted Peter (of all people) to lead the emerging Christian church! Amazing but true. 
What does Jesus want you to do? Is there something unresolved, some obstacle keeping you from believing this call, and pursuing it? 
Very often, guilt ridden Christians act like little children with slivers.  It hurts, it festers, and it just won’t come out on its own.  But we wiggle and squirm and sometimes run away whenever God wants to help us get it out.  


If there is something in your life that is unresolved, some guilt or hurt, that can keep you from following Jesus.  It can mislead you into thinking that you are no longer worthy, or it can become a force driving you to overcompensate.  OR, it can be a first step to spiritual growth, if you have that heart to heart talk with Jesus and let him give you a fresh start.   

What I hope you will take with you from this story is that when you have your own heart to heart with Jesus, you’ll feel better, more whole, more “together.” But the goal is not just to get you feeling better. It’s not even about you being a better person.  


It’s about following Jesus, in light of his resurrection, and in the context of your own life situation. 


Jesus knows you as well as he knew Simon Peter. He knows the desire of your heart, he knows what you have been trying to accomplish, and he knows where you have failed.  Jesus is ready to have that heart to heart conversation. Are you ready for a fresh start?  
6

