May 5, 2019

John 21:1-19

The Hefted Shepherd
The Good Shepherd is looking for under-shepherds who have a connection with sheep.

AT A GLANCE: 
A real-life shepherd understands the challenges and sacrifices of tending sheep. Jesus’ restoration of Peter reveals that shepherding souls is often difficult and dangerous work. 

EDITOR’S PICK: 
For material based on today’s epistle text, see “Flash-Mob Messiah,” April 14, 2013.

For an alternative idea pertaining to Acts 9:1-6, (7-20), see “Neuroplasticity on the Damascus Road.” 

James Rebanks is a shepherd in the Lake District of England, working the land where his father and grandfather tended sheep and where many others have done so for thousands of years. 
His book, The Shepherd’s Life: A Tale of the Lake District, takes those of us who are uninitiated into the rhythms of life on those green “fells,” or hills — rhythms that haven’t changed much for shepherds over the course of hundreds of generations. Despite all the advances in technology and progress that characterize the 21st-century world, shepherding is still an ancient and unchanging way of life that is always about the sheep and the land. 
Most of us think of shepherding as an idyllic profession from a bygone age. We picture the green pastures and still waters of Psalm 23. We miss the fact that shepherding is also muddy, bloody, smelly and difficult work. It takes a practiced hand and an eye for detail that is honed over time. It’s not for the faint of heart or for those who just want to dabble in it. 
But for those who take it on and become what’s known as a “hefted” shepherd, the life can be rewarding and satisfying.

Get-up and get-out
Rebanks describes some would-be shepherds who rent a farm to try their hand: “The get-up and get-out voice in their heads isn’t strong enough and they just don’t care enough about the sheep and the land to sustain their initial enthusiasm once the going inevitably gets tough. Things fall apart, and they soon leave. The voice in our heads is what holds the Lake District together, puts the walls back up, drains the fields and keeps the sheep well-tended and bred … It is done because it should be done.”
Reading Rebanks’ account of a shepherding life, it’s easy to see some parallels to the kind of shepherding to which Jesus calls his disciples. It’s a life that requires some apprenticeship, learning from others and from one’s mistakes, but also one that requires a certain “get-up and get-out” voice in the disciple’s head. Tending Jesus’ flock is hard and difficult work, and Jesus pulls no punches about it. to do that work, the Good Shepherd is looking for a few good men and women for whom Peter, one of the original under-shepherds, can be a helpful example. 
Jesus asks Peter the same question three times: “Do you love me?” (vv. 15-18). It’s not hard to see the parallel here between Peter’s earlier threefold denial of Jesus, which Jesus had predicted (13:38). These three questions act as a kind of restoration of Peter to his standing as a disciple, but also as a commission for a new kind of work that Jesus wanted him and the other disciples to do. 
Unlike the synoptic gospels, there is no indication here that Peter is the primary or lead disciple upon which the church will be built. The task Jesus gives him is one that will be given to all of his followers: to feed and tend Jesus’ lambs.
Peter knew what it was to be a fisherman. When things got confusing for him after the resurrection of Jesus, he easily went back to what he knew (v. 3). But Jesus had already shown him that being an expert fisherman wasn’t enough. The story of the miraculous catch of fish (which many commentators see as an acted parable of the evangelistic task of the disciples) is only possible because Jesus is the one who directs these former fishermen in how to do their work (v. 6). They have learned how to “fish for people” by following Jesus, but what do you do with them once they’ve been caught? 
This is when Jesus will change the paradigm from fishing to shepherding: two ancient ways of making a living coming together to form a way of life for his disciples. 

From fishing to shepherding
Earlier in John’s gospel, Jesus revealed that he was the Good Shepherd (10:1-21). Now he is creating a guild of under-shepherds to carry on the work for generations to come — shepherds who will tend and feed his flock. Notice that Jesus begins his exchange with Peter by calling him by name — a reminder that sheep always respond to the voice of the shepherd (v. 15; see also 10:3). 
Likewise, Peter and the other disciples will be given a new commission to call Jesus’ sheep by name and to feed and tend them with love. “I give you a new commandment,” Jesus told them, “that you love one another. Just as I have loved you, you also should love one another. By this everyone will know that you are my disciples, if you have love for one another” (13:34-35). 
To feed Jesus’ sheep means not merely to gather them together like a net full of fish, but to nurture and care for them. One is a momentary haul; the other is a lifetime commitment. In changing the metaphor and by expressing it three times, Jesus hammers home the point: Peter and the other disciples —
· will be in the shepherding business for the long haul;
· will experience sacrifice and self-denial; 
· will often find it to be dirty and difficult work;
· and will need to get up and get out.

We are all shepherds
The same is true for all of us who follow Jesus today. While the word “pastor” implies that he or she is a shepherd, the truth is that the shepherding task is for all who follow Jesus. All of us have a particular flock that we tend, be it a family, a group of coworkers, or a circle of friends. Feeding them and tending them is a key commission for any Christian. 
So, how do we feed those sheep? For that, we need a lesson from a real shepherd. In his book, Rebanks offers three rules of shepherding that focus on the attitude and commitment of the shepherd, not the quality of the sheep. Sounding a little like Jesus, Rebanks reinforces that shepherding is a commitment to a life of hard, dirty and sometimes dangerous work. Tending sheep isn’t just a part-time occupation; it will require a full-time lifetime of sacrifice. 
Rebanks’ first rule of shepherding makes this clear right out of the gate: It’s not about you. It’s about the sheep and the land. A real shepherd knows that sheep must be fed and the land cultivated to feed them, and that often means sacrificing one’s own agenda to get up and go work the field no matter the weather or the date. In a shepherd’s life, the sheep always come first. 
The gospels reveal that Peter and the other disciples often saw themselves as being the eventual beneficiaries of Jesus’ fame and kingship. Jesus, however, constantly reminded them that it wasn’t about them, but rather about the people they would be fishing for and then shepherding. Jesus’ command to “feed my lambs” indicates that the shepherding task is not about gathering one’s own flock of admirers, but about modeling oneself after the Good Shepherd — the one for whom the sheep always come first. 
If we’re going to be shepherds, we have to be willing to see discipleship and ministry not as means to building our own spiritual and emotional capital, but as sacrificial work. Rebanks says that it’s quite easy to tell the difference between a dedicated shepherd and a poser: “Everything and everyone is at times covered in [dung] and snot. You learn to accept that you will get spattered in [dung] at times, or slaver, or afterbirth, or snot. That you will smell of your animals. You can always tell how alien someone is to our world by how terrified of the muck they look.”
If you’re going to be a shepherd-disciple, you’ve got to be willing to get down and dirty with the sheep, to take on their mess and have their aroma on you. Many people will come to faith in a mess. We can’t be terrified of the muck. We must always remember that it’s not about us and our sensibilities and preferences; it’s always about the sheep! 
This leads to Rebanks’ second rule of shepherding: Sometimes you can’t win. Working with sheep and working the land means that there are a lot of things that are out of your control — things like weather or a disease that hits the flock. Despite all your hard work, everything doesn’t always go according to plan. 
We’d love it if being a disciple of Jesus and a good shepherd meant that we could expect everything to work out well all the time, but the truth is that we’re never promised that. Sometimes the sheep in our care still go astray. Sometimes we ourselves are struck by disease, pain or failure. Sometimes we will lose by being out of step with the prevailing culture, or, in some cases, it might even mean losing our lives. 
Jesus told Peter that feeding his lambs would result in the apostle being taken where he did not want to go and stretching out his hands to be nailed to a cross like his Lord (v. 18). Peter had told Jesus he was willing to die with him (13:37). Now Jesus was telling his impetuous disciple that he would get his wish, dying in the same way that Jesus did. 
But the reality for shepherd-disciples is that even in dying, we win. Peter’s death would “glorify God” (v. 19). Jesus’ own death was the means by which God defeated evil, sin and death in the ultimate victory. In losing our lives, either spiritually in service to others or physically in dying for Christ, as many Christians in our world are doing today, we are actually winning. “No one has greater love than this, to lay down one’s life for one’s friends,” Jesus said to his disciples (15:13).  A good shepherd always lays down his life for his sheep (10:11). The ultimate expression of loving one another as Christ has loved us is found in giving our lives away for others and letting God be glorified in the victory.
Peter’s road to being a shepherd would be a hard one. But what about the others? Looking around at the others Jesus had chosen to be shepherds, Peter spied “the disciple whom Jesus loved” and immediately wondered, “Lord, what about him?” (v. 21). It’s easy to give into the temptation to compare our brand of shepherding, our flock, our church and our work to someone else’s. Jesus, however, points Peter away from comparisons. “If it is my will that he remain until I come, what is that to you? Follow me!” (v. 22). 
This exchange taps into Rebanks’ third rule of shepherding: Shut up and go do the work. There’s plenty of opportunity to complain and compare in the world of shepherding. It’s tempting to look over the fence at another’s flock and wonder about your own. It’s tempting to want to stay in bed instead of getting up to head out on a wet, freezing morning and check on the lambs, or to whine about how hard it all is. But real shepherds shut up and go do the work anyway. 
The work of loving others as Christ has loved us will always be difficult, and it will always be tempting to complain and compare. Jesus urges us not to focus on the hard stuff and not to waste our words on complaining, but to remember that our goal is always to glorify God. 
		
The hefted shepherd
English shepherds use the word “hefting” to describe the way in which a flock of sheep has become accustomed and acclimated to a particular patch of land. Shepherds can also be “hefted” in this way, their lives and fortunes tied to a particular place and a particular flock that they love. 
Jesus is looking for good shepherds who will become “hefted” to a particular place and a particular people, giving their lives away in order to help others thrive for God’s glory. It might be a church, it might be our workplaces, or our schools; but wherever it is, God has given us a flock of people to shepherd. 
It is work to be done because it should be done. 
Allison Byerley, Jeff Johnson, Bob Kaylor, Melanie Silva and Carl Wilton contributed to this material.

Possible Preaching Themes:
· Restoration and forgiveness
· Responding to Jesus’ resurrection
· The practical ways to demonstrate love for Jesus

Participation Pointers:
· Lynn Anderson, in his classic pastoral ministry text They Smell Like Sheep (based on Anderson’s decades of pastoral care and mentoring), argues that true spiritual leadership is not one of distant boardroom direction, but of intimate involvement with the sheep. Like shepherds who are out in the pasture, spiritual leaders “smell like sheep.”
· The 1953 Looney Tunes cartoon “Don’t Give Up the Sheep” has great clips that are funny and entertaining and illustrate the importance of caring for and protecting the sheep.  https://youtu.be/UJCA5gLGMv4. 
—Rev. Jeff Johnson, First Christian Church, Denison, Texas.

Source:
Rebanks, James. The Shepherd’s Life: A Tale of the Lake District. Penguin Books, 2015. 

Animating Illustrations
Drawing on his experience living on the plains of East Africa, Phillip Keller describes how a shepherd’s staff becomes a symbol of the man’s very being. An experienced shepherd has carried a staff for so long, it seems a part of his body. The staff is his very identity — a badge of office.
On one occasion, Keller saw a shepherd use his staff to gently guide his sheep. Unlike the rod, which is an instrument of stern discipline, the staff is a gentle reminder of the shepherd’s presence. Sometimes the shepherd reaches out his staff to touch one of his animals on the flank, to gently indicate that a change of direction is in order. Sometimes, it’s even more intimate than that. “Sometimes,” he writes, “I have been fascinated to see how a shepherd will actually hold his staff against the side of some sheep that is a special pet or favorite, simply so that they are ‘in touch.’ They will walk along in this way almost as though it were ‘hand-in-hand.’ The sheep obviously enjoys this special attention from the shepherd, and revels in the close, personal intimate contact between them. To be treated in this special way by the shepherd is to know comfort in a deep dimension. It’s a delightful and moving picture.”
—W. Phillip Keller, A Shepherd Looks at Psalm 23 (Zondervan, 1970), 121-22.

##

Psalm 23 speaks of the Lord who is our shepherd preparing a table for us in the presence of our enemies. This line about the table doesn’t mean God promises to protect us in this life. What God does promise to do is to provide.
Not protection, but providence. There’s a difference. 
Protection would be if the hurricane never makes landfall. Providence means a Red Cross volunteer shows up after it does with hot food and directions to a shelter. 
Protection means our intimate partner never cheats on us. Providence means that, should that happen, together we work hard and find a way to reconciliation or resolution. 
Protection means the blood clot never travels up the bloodstream to the brain, causing a stroke. Providence means there’s still much joy to be found in life, even if one side of the body doesn’t work quite as well as it used to.
This is what Jesus’ shepherdly command to “feed my sheep” truly means. It means that when the world around us seems to be falling apart, we gather together around a table in the presence of the Lord, and find there such food as feeds the soul. 
More than that, around such a table, we enjoy a life-changing fellowship with one another. Somehow, the howling wind outside doesn’t seem so formidable when there’s food to warm the belly and convivial company to remind us we’re not alone. 
Through it all, God does provide.

##

I am reminded of an American tourist who was traveling in the Middle East. He came upon several shepherds whose flocks had intermingled while drinking water from a brook. After an exchange of greetings, one of the shepherds turned toward the sheep and called out, “Manah. Manah. Manah.” (Manah means “follow me” in Arabic.) Immediately his sheep separated themselves from the rest and followed him.
Then one of the two remaining shepherds called out, “Manah. Manah,” and his sheep left the common flock to follow him. The traveler then said to the third shepherd, “I would like to try that. Let me put on your cloak and turban and see if I can get the rest of the sheep to follow me.”
The shepherd smiled knowingly as the traveler wrapped himself in the cloak, put the turban on his head and called out, “Manah. Manah.” The sheep did not respond to the stranger’s voice. Not one of them moved toward him. “Will the sheep ever follow someone other than you?” the traveler asked.
“Oh yes,” the shepherd replied, “sometimes a sheep gets sick, and then it will follow anyone.”
—John Braaten, The Greatest Wonder of All: Sermons for Lent and Easter (CSS, 1991), 96.

##

We offer ourselves, one way or another, to try to work for God. We want, as it were, to be among the sheep dogs employed by the Lord Shepherd. Have you ever watched a good sheepdog at work? He is not an emotional animal. He goes on with his job quite steadily; takes no notice of bad weather, rough ground or his own comfort. He seldom or never stops to be stroked. Yet his faithfulness and intimate communion with his master are of the loveliest things in the world. Now and then he looks at the shepherd. And when the time comes for rest, they are generally to be found together. Let this be the model of your love.
—Evelyn Underhill, quoted by John W. Doberstein, Minister’s Prayer Book: An Order of Prayers and Readings (Fortress, 1986).

##

Imagine my delight, then, when I discovered last Tuesday that someone I know actually grew up on a sheep farm in the Midwest and that according to him sheep are not dumb at all. It is the cattle ranchers who are responsible for spreading that ugly rumor, and all because sheep do not behave like cows. 
Cows are herded from the rear by hooting cowboys with cracking whips, but that will not work with sheep at all. Stand behind them making loud noises and all they will do is run around behind you, because they prefer to be led. 
You push cows, but you lead sheep, and they will not go anywhere that someone else does not go first. Their shepherd who goes ahead of them to show them that everything is all right.
—Barbara Brown Taylor, The Preaching Life (Rowman & Littlefield, 1993), 146.

##

And pastor as a vocation for me seemed like being put in charge of one of those old-fashioned elevators, spending all day with people in their ups and downs but with no view.
—Eugene Peterson, The Pastor: A Memoir (HarperCollins, 2011). Highlight Loc. 1600-01.

##

“A Cure of Souls,” by Denise Levertov
The pastor
of grief and dreams
guides his flock towards
the next field
with all his care.
He has heard
the bell tolling
but the sheep
are hungry and need
the grass ...
—Denise Levertov, “A Cure of Souls”, in Poems, 1960–1967 (New York: New Directions Publishing, 1983), 92.
Full text available online at: poetryfoundation.org. Retrieved November 21, 2018.

Commentary
John 21:1-19
Fairly early in the course of their respective narratives, the synoptic gospels portray Jesus seeking out fishers to be his first disciples (Matthew 4:18-22, Mark 1:16-20, Luke 5:1-11). But the gospel of John draws no connection between fishing and discipleship — nor refers to any disciples fishing for a livelihood — until the closing chapter. Consequently, whereas Matthew, Mark (factoring in its add-on endings) and Luke conclude with apostolic commissions that direct the disciples to reach out to the nations, the circumstances surrounding the commission in John present imagery reminiscent of the initial stages of discipleship found in the synoptics. Verses 3-8 particularly echo Luke 5:4-7 with respect to the call of Peter, James and John corresponding to the extraordinary haul of fish that follows Jesus telling them where to cast the net. 
True enough, on a symbolic level, there are suggestions of a more apostolic, go-to-the-nations thrust in the last chapter of John. For instance, referring to the Sea of Galilee as the Sea of Tiberias (v. 1) points to a readership larger than a Jewish Christian audience. No matter how one interprets the exact count of 153 (v. 11), the vast volume of fish netted implies an expansive mission. Then again, given Jesus’ earlier mention of having “other sheep that do not belong to this fold” (10:16), his reference to lambs and sheep in verses 15-17 may well assume shepherding that ranges far afield.
Nevertheless, the explicit emphasis of today’s text has more to do with learning to follow Jesus than it does being sent forth by him. This is reinforced in verses 15-19, where the dialogue between Jesus and Peter highlights the cost of discipleship in a way that recalls synoptic accounts of Jesus cautioning the all-too-often obtuse disciples that greatness has to do with being servants who fully comprehend the gist of Jesus’ predictions about the price of his own passion (see especially Mark 8:31-37; 9:30-37; 10:32-45). Every time Peter says he loves Jesus in verses 15-17, Jesus responds by placing a servant’s task before Peter. All this is underscored as Jesus predicts Peter’s martyrdom, concluding with the firm summons, “Follow me” (v. 19). It’s as if Jesus is giving Peter a remedial course in discipleship formation.
It may well be that distinguishing between discipleship and apostleship in this passage is splitting hairs. But perhaps imagery so obviously associated with being introduced to, and getting a handle on, discipleship is there for a reason, namely, that the crux of the text is the restoration and renewal of Peter’s discipleship that unfolds in verses 15-19. 
With the exception of Jesus ordering Peter to put away his sword when Jesus is arrested (18:11), the questions and answers in verses 15-19 comprise the first direct exchange between Jesus and Peter since Peter swore to lay down his life for Jesus (13:37). And we all know how well that turned out for Peter. 
In light of Peter’s denial and abandonment of Jesus leading up to the crucifixion, the simple fact that Jesus now engages Peter in an earnest conversation already indicates that the disciple is receiving a second chance. As the two talk, Jesus is depicted as speaking in terms of divine love () the first two times he asks if Peter loves him (vv. 15-16). Meanwhile, Peter can speak only in terms of human love (); all three times he answers that he loves Jesus (vv. 15-17). Jesus eventually speaks in terms of human love when he asks the third time if Peter loves him. 
Much is made of Peter not responding to Jesus with agape. But in the long run, Jesus doesn’t tell Peter to “forget it” but to “follow me.” And, although his questioning is pointed, Jesus is clearly giving Peter a shot at redemption. Forgiveness emerges from Jesus’ willingness to assign Peter the task of shepherding, despite Peter’s earlier betrayal and present failure to love as profoundly as Jesus can love. The good news for Peter and us is that Jesus summons disciples and works with them, even in their imperfection.
Given that verses 1-19 record a post-resurrection appearance that serves as the gospel lesson for the Third Sunday of Easter, the preacher may want to consider the restoration and renewal of Peter’s discipleship — and ours — in relation to the resurrection itself. Discipleship is a venture of following Jesus wherein we’re called to higher purposes while being empowered from on high. In the process, we’re equipped to continue the ministry and mission of Jesus by way of being redeemed from sinfulness; it’s reinforced when service includes suffering (vv. 18-19a). 
It’s worth noting that with each question in verses 15-17, Jesus calls Peter “Simon, son of John,” which is often interpreted as Jesus expressing coolness toward Peter that casts doubt on their friendship. But this may more positively reflect a certain solemnity that’s comparable in character to the way we formally address people when they take an oath. Good news flows from Jesus’ rehabilitation of Peter’s discipleship, but this good news starts with a serious encounter in which the dialogue between Jesus and Peter has the tone of a swearing-in ceremony. 
Similarly positive is the consideration that, by calling Peter “Simon, son of John,” Jesus speaks as one who knows Peter and Peter’s people — where Peter comes from. Jesus knows Peter fully in context, fully enough to still entrust Peter to feed and tend the flock in Jesus’ absence. We, too, are fully known by Jesus — the One whose risen presence continually rehabilitates our discipleship, so we can be entrusted to feed and tend his flock, the One whose divine love nurtures our capacity to grow in love and service, and the One whose steadfast resurrection power gives us the nerve to follow by casting our nets into the most unlikely waters.
*Additional commentary on this text can be found at HomileticsOnline.com (Scripture Search).

Conversation with the Children:	John 21:1-19
Tell the children you are going to play a “Finish the Sentence” game. You will start a sentence and they will finish it. (Make it clear a child can always opt out.) “My favorite ice cream flavor is — .” If you have time, do a couple more: “My favorite outdoor game is —.” “One thing I am really looking forward to is —.” (Be sure you take a turn on these as well.) Follow these with this one: “When I grow up, I want to be — .” Discuss the answers the children provide and then make the observation that no children said they wanted to be a shepherd when they grow up. What does a shepherd do? Why are they important? Do shepherds exist today? Explain that sheep need to be protected from wildlife such as wolves. They need to have a place to graze that is safe (terrain and wildlife and water). And they need to have someone watch over them to make sure they are healthy. Point out that a shepherd cares for the sheep just as a parent cares for a child. Jesus was often called the Good Shepherd because of the care he gave those who followed him, even caring for the children. And yes, there are shepherds today in the United States as well as England, Scotland, Ireland, Israel, Jordan, India and many other countries.  Close with a prayer: “We offer our thanks, O God, for your Son Jesus who cares for us as a shepherd cares for sheep. Amen.” (Google “pictures of Jesus as shepherd” for a selection of pictures you could enlarge and print to show the children, or enlarge and use a projection screen.)

Worship Resources

Prayers of Confession — General
Litany of Confession
Leader: Resurrected Christ, you come to us when we least expect it, offering to us  lives of a different kind of abundance.
People: Yet we often fail to sense your presence with us and misuse your generous gifts.
Leader: Joyful Spirit, you long to turn our mourning into dancing, to change our funeral clothes into garments of exuberance.
People: Sad or afraid, we often struggle to lift our feet to your music or wear an emotion that matches your joy.
All: Forgive us, Creator of all, for failing to live in tune with your love. Even when we have lost faith in you, do not lose faith in us. Make us once again into your faithful people, inspired and inspiring others.

Assurance of Forgiveness
Christ forgives the most impossible sins, overcomes the greatest fears, comforts the loudest cries and breaks down the strongest barriers to his love and peace. Through the resurrection, Christ’s power in the Holy Spirit lives and works here and now. Brothers and sisters, know that we are forgiven and be at peace.

Prayers — Offertory
Holy One, just as the disciples found many fish when they cast nets on the right side, so do we find surprising abundance when we listen to you. As we dedicate ourselves to your work, may our overflowing nets be used for your good purposes, proclaiming your love for all.

Hymns
O for a Thousand Tongues to Sing
The Day of Resurrection
Lord of the Dance

Praise 
I Will Follow
Mourning into Dancing
Jesus Is Alive
For licensing and permission to reprint or display these songs on screen, go to ccli.com. The Praise songs suggested by Homiletics can be found in most cases on Google by using the title as the search term.

Lectionary Texts
Third Sunday of Easter, Cycle C
Acts 9:1-6, (7-20)*
Psalm 30*
Revelation 5:11-14*
John 21:1-19*
*Additional sermonic treatments of these texts are available online at HomileticsOnline.com.
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