The Presence of Jesus
Acts 9:1-6 (7-20); Psalm 30; Revelation 5:11-14; John 21:1-19
Our Contemporary series on Diana Butler Bass’ book, Freeing Jesus, takes us into a time of
reflection on the Presence of Jesus. She begins by telling a story of a workshop she was leading
which as the day progressed, was growing increasingly more tension filled.
Near the end of the day one exasperated pastor said, in an accusing tone: “You’ve talked a lot
about church trends and sociology, but I’ve not heard you say one word about Jesus. What about
Jesus? Where is Jesus?”
The pastor’s colleagues murmured their displeasure. I saw a few heads shake from side to
side and lots of eyes rolling. He had sat at a table near the back of the room, tight-lipped, glowering
at me the entire time.
As far as I know, Jesus is here,” she responded. “W hy do you think he is absent?”
“Because you haven’t said his name, not once.” He stood with his hands on his hips, feet
apart, facing me down as if he were the “Fearless Girl” statue on wall Street. “You haven’t said his
name.”
“I have to say Jesus’ name for Jesus to be here?” she asked. “I just assumed Jesus would be
present in a roomful of clergy.”
His colleagues laughed, and then someone called out, “That’s not necessarily a good
assumption!”
“Point taken!” she replied, laughing along with them. “But I trust that wherever two or three are
gathered Jesus is in their midst. Where love is, Jesus is there.”
My interrogator thudded down into his seat, unhappy with the entire exchange.
She concluded: The exact same question had arisen before in such workshops: “Why haven’t
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you mentioned Jesus?”
My answer had always been the same. “Do you think Jesus isn’t here?” (p. 217-219).
What does it mean that Jesus comes to us as presence? Thus, I take you to today’s Gospel.
Last Sunday we watched the risen Christ appear first to his despondent, dejected disciples where
they were gathered behind locked doors. Now the wayfaring risen Christ shows up in the middle of
the night while Jesus’ disciples were fishing, or more accurately, in the middle of the night while they
were failing at fishing.
Now remember, we are just a short time after Easter and Jesus’s resurrection. The disciples of
Jesus have witnessed Jesus’s cruel crucifixion and then they have been astounded by his
resurrection. Of course, none of the disciples actually saw Jesus rising from the dead but all of them
saw him in his post-resurrection appearances to them. If you were here last Sunday, you remember
the risen Christ appearing to his disciples when they were in a locked room together. He breathed his
Spirit upon them, reassuring them, pronouncing “Peace” upon them.
This Sunday, just a short time later, where are these disciples? They are fishing! Back to
business as usual, doing what they were doing before they met Jesus. What were they thinking?
“Well, it was a good trip while it lasted,” perhaps they said. “But we didn’t get him elected Messiah.
The Romans were threatened by him. The fickle crowd turned against him. Judas betrayed him. It’s
over.” Back to fishing as usual. At least they will have better luck mending their fishing nets than they
have had changing the world with Jesus.
Peter, chief disciple, the rock upon which the church is to be built (Matthew 16:18), suggests a
bold plan of action for the post-Easter disciples—let’s go back to fishing. It was a good resurrection
while it lasted. Now, it’s back to the anesthetizing tranquility of business as usual.
From out of nowhere, Jesus appears to the failed fishermen who are no better at fishing than
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they were at discipleship. Jesus urges them to go back out on the sea and give the fishing one more
try, giving them instructions on how they are to fish: cast the nets on the right side of the boat. They
follow his directives (verses 4-6). Surprise, when they obey the orders of the risen Christ, their fishing
failure is transformed into fishing success. There’s a lesson in that.
Peter, despite being called “the rock,” continues to bumble about and only gradually, with the
help of Jesus, does Peter figure out what he is called to do. After their night of fishing failure followed
by miraculously abundant fishing success, the disciples have breakfast with the man whom they now
recognize to be Jesus. At this meal the disciples receive a summons, a commissioning from the risen
Christ. Christ reminds them of who they are and what they are called to be. Fishermen they may be,
but they are also called to listen to Jesus, to obey Jesus, to live their lives as assigned by Jesus.
They are challenged to get back in the boat and try, try again. It’s John's Gospel and so we
suspect more than one meaning to Jesus’s commission. Their failures are not to deter them from
following and obeying Jesus’s commission, even as the cross did not deter God’s intentions in Christ
because, though they have deserted Jesus at the cross, Jesus does not desert them in his
resurrection. He comes back to them, appearing to them even when they think they are getting away
from him. And there, amid ordinary life, Jesus calls, recalls them.
When there is failure and frustration, drop the nets on the other side and try again. That’s one
lesson we might take away from this Gospel story. But to do so would make this a moralistic story
about us. When you fall flat on your face, try, try again.
But I don’t think that’s the main thing to be learned from this story. Like all of John’s Gospel,
this story is mainly about Jesus. The story is about Jesus before it’s a story about us. Because Jesus
returns to his disciples and reassures, encourages, and calls them, this “last breakfast” is
transformed, by the presence and words of Jesus, from a time of frustration and failure into a huge
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feast.
But there’s more. We have been told earlier that Peter was one of the disciples on the shore.
Now Peter is brought forward and put in the spotlight. It’s important to remember that this is the same
one who denied Jesus three times (18:17, 25-27) during the trial and torture of Jesus. Here after the
resurrection, Peter is brought back into the group of the disciples by being asked three times to take
care of his sheep (verses 15-17), reiterating that Peter’s role will be that of care-giver to the flock:
“Jesus asked him a third time, ‘Do you love me?’ He replied, ‘Lord, you know everything; you know I
love you.’ Jesus said to him, ‘Feed my sheep.’” Jesus has done more than give Peter some
miraculous help with the fishing. He has given Peter an assignment: If you love me, feed my sheep.
Care for the flock. Keep my little band together.
And there’s a hint that the job that Jesus is giving Peter won’t be easy. Jesus says to him, “I
assure you that when you were younger you tied your own belt and walked around wherever you
wanted. When you grow old, you will stretch out your hands and another will tie your belt and lead
you where you don’t want to go.” He said this to show the kind of death by which Peter would glorify
God. After saying this, Jesus said to Peter, “Follow me” (verses 18-19).
Note that even after indicating to Peter “the kind of death by which he would glorify God,”
Christ repeats, “Follow me” (21:19). The last words of the risen Christ to Peter echo the very first
words he had said to Peter back on the road in Galilee, “Follow me.”
Failure at fishing, followed by encouragement and direction from Jesus, followed by
commissioning and recalling: here is an encouraging word for us in the Sundays after Easter.
The risen Christ comes to us. He comes with encouragement, wise guidance, and blessing.
Yes. But along with all of this, he comes with assignment, commissioning, and vocation. Those to
whom the risen Christ appears, he also calls. Follow me.
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Which connects, by the way, with this Sunday’s lesson from the Acts of the Apostles. It’s the
paradigmatic call story whereby Saul—Church Enemy Number One—is accosted on the Damascus
Road by a vision of the risen Christ. Just like those disciples in the boat that night, Saul is looking for
God or searching for something to improve his life. They were looking for fish. Saul is looking for
Christians to harrass.
The risen Christ shows up to Saul, knocks him to the ground and says to Saul, “Hello Saul. I
really wish you would stop beating up on my church. And if you will, I’ll give you whatever your heart
desires. Need a more positive attitude toward life? Looking for deeper meaning in your work?”
No! Christ comes to Saul with the assignment of a job. This persecutor of the church, Saul, will
become church planter, missionary to the Gentiles Paul.
It’s as if Christ says to Saul, as he said to Peter and the other disciples, “Follow me! I’ll take
you places you would never go on your own. I’ll give you assignments that are too demanding for you
to do on your own.”
Let’s be honest. A major reason why we come to church on this fine May Sunday, otherwise
known as the Third Sunday of Easter, is that we hope to receive something from God. Our
expectations may not be of the crude “Prosperity Gospel” variety—pray and believe in the right way
and you’ll receive that new car that you so desperately desire. But we still have expectations. Behind
reasoning like this is an assumption: church is where we come to get closer to God so that we might
receive something we need from God.
But today’s scripture bids us to think differently. Maybe church is where we come so that God
can get closer to us in order to get something God needs out of us. Maybe those assignments call us
to transform not only ourselves but the world around us. Jesus is asking: “Are you ready to sign up?”
Thanks be to God. Amen.
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