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Easter 3, 2006

Text:  John: 21:15-17

Theme:  Jesus says to you, “Feed my lambs!”

Preached:  April 30, 2006 at St. Mark’s, Citrus Heights, CA

It’s puzzling that when Jesus first appeared to His disciples after He rose from the dead, they often didn’t recognize Him. Do you remember the one where He traveled with two disciples from Jerusalem to Emmaus? He talked with them about Himself, but they didn’t recognize Him till the journey was done and they were sitting down to dinner. Today in our Gospel we heard about another appearance of Jesus to His disciples where they at first didn’t recognize Him. 
It was at the Sea of Galilee, a place where He had often been with His disciples. Many of them had started out as fishermen, and here they are again in a boat, fishing. Something happens—something that had happened to them once before. Maybe this account sounded familiar to you. Maybe it sounded similar to a story you’ve often heard about, when Jesus first called His disciples to follow Him and to become fishers of men.
They fished all night, but didn’t catch anything. In the morning a stranger appeared on the shore and said, “Let down your nets one more time.” And when they let the nets down, they caught so many fish that the boat began to sink.

Ring any bells? This is what Jesus had done when He first called them to be His disciples and when He first called them to “be fishers of men,” as He put it. In today’s scene Jesus was repeating the miracle. It was His way of getting them to recognize Him. Why? Why did Jesus have to repeat things? Let’s apply it to our lives. Does He ever have to repeat things for you? Why does He have to put us through the same situations again and again? Because, like His first disciples we are slow in learning to recognize Jesus. We are slow in processing what He says to us in His Word. He must repeat His commands to us over and over again.

The disciple who is in focus in today’s Gospel and sermon text is a prime example of how necessary repetition is for us before we will follow Jesus’ lead. The disciple Peter had had a spotty record when it came to following Jesus’ lead. You’ll remember the most famous story about Him. At the last supper the night before Jesus died, Jesus had foretold how in a few hours His disciples would all abandon Him and flee. “Never!” Peter said. “I will never leave you. I would rather die with you.” “Before the rooster crows,” Jesus countered, “you will deny me three times.” “Never!” said Peter.

Within hours Jesus was arrested, and they all fled. And when little servant girls of Jesus’ enemies approached Peter saying, “You too are one of Jesus’ followers!” three times he told a bold faced lie that he didn’t know this man they were talking about.
It is that very sin that Jesus was approaching Peter about in today’s sermon text, now that He was risen from the dead. Notice what He uses:  repetition. Three times (like Peter’s denials) Jesus asks this fallen disciple whom He loves so much, “Simon son of John, do you truly love me?” “Simon,” not Peter—the name Jesus had given him. “Simon, do you truly love me?” Peter is quick to answer. “Yes, Lord, you know that I love you.” But the words sound so empty because they haven’t been backed up with action. “Simon son of John, do you truly love me?” “Lord, you know that I love you.” “Simon, do you truly love me?” “Lord, you know all things; you know that I love you.”
Notice there’s no affirmation from Jesus. Never once does Jesus say, “Yes, I know that you love me.” Instead, every time Peter makes the assertion that he loves Jesus, Jesus gives a command. He almost seems to be whispering, “Then show me that you love me.” “Feed my lambs,” He says first of all. “Take care of my sheep,” the second time. “Feed my sheep,” the third time. 

I’m only going to focus on the first one today. “Feed my lambs.” “Make sure the youngest ones are fed.” It’s very similar to the command Jesus made when He first called His disciples, “Come, follow me, and I will make you fishers of men.” A very intimate part of being a follower of Jesus is to lead others into becoming followers. And how important it is to do this for the young! “Feed my lambs.”

St. Mark’s has recognized since it began, how important it is to start from little on. When parents bring their children to us for baptism, we pastors counsel them about how to feed their children God’s Word from the time they’re able to sit up and listen. When I meet with new parents, I recommend specific Bible story books to begin with for the one- and two-year-olds. At three Sunday school begins. But the Christian education program that we recommend most is our school. St. Mark’s School was set up to feed lambs, to feed them the Word of God on a daily basis. Any shepherd who wants to raise a strong, healthy flock of sheep knows that the lambs must be well fed.
I was blessed with having attended a Lutheran elementary school since second grade, and I would have to say—as best as we can say from the human perspective—that the reason I stand before you today as a pastor is because each morning during those influential years my teacher taught me the simple Bible stories. I attended Christian high school too and a Christian college and seminary. In all of them I learned many wonderful things. But I would have to admit to you that in those last three schools I learned nothing that made a difference for me—an eternal difference. Oh, they fleshed out my Bible knowledge to a great degree and prepared me for my occupation. But it was in Lutheran elementary school that I learned to know Jesus as my Savior. 

It was an interesting fluke that landed me in Lutheran elementary school. My parents sent me to the local public school my first two years. But when I was to enter second grade, the town was going to build a new school, and they didn’t have room for all the students during the year of construction. So they picked several of us who were going to have to go to the next school over, which in rural Wisconsin was quite far. My dad said, “He’s not going to be on the bus for over an hour each day. We’ll send him to the Lutheran school instead.” Our church had a school only a little over a mile from our home. I still don’t know today why they didn’t send me there to begin with. But it was in that humble little school that I learned to know that man whom Peter, through trial and error, learned to know as His God and His Savior. 
And it was that voice of Jesus calling over the centuries through His Word, “Feed my lambs; feed my sheep,” that spoke to me and led me here. It was a voice that led me through some very crucial forks in the road, that led me down the right paths more often than the wrong ones. Oh, there were many scrapes and “wipe outs” along the way, let me assure you. But it was that voice that restored me when I fell and forgave me again, that always kept whispering, “Feed my sheep; feed me lambs.” 

I would like to address this sermon especially to those of you do not send your children to St. Mark’s School. Maybe you have sent them in the past. Maybe you’ve thought about it in the past. Think about it again. It’s a place that was created to feed the lambs of Jesus. I’d like to help you consider it this morning from a little bit different angle than you’ve maybe thought of it before. St. Mark’s School needs your children. That’s right. I didn’t say, “Your children need St. Mark’s School.” I said, “St. Mark’s School needs your children.” One of the most wonderful things our school does is lead unchurched families to us. There are families in our school who don’t really know Jesus yet. But they find their way into our school. Here our teachers can feed them daily with the Word of God. But you know the way that Word works best? When it is not only taught over and over again, but when it’s reinforced by peers.
That’s the only way it worked on Peter. Peter is so typical of every child of God. Jesus had to repeat His lessons with Peter again and again and again. Peter was well intentioned. He was a passionate follower of Jesus. But so often he would miss Jesus’ point, and Jesus would have to come to him and repeat it all again:  “Do you love me?” “Do you love me?” “Do you love me?” These lessons were not yet done for Peter. Even though Jesus would soon be leaving the world and Peter would become a leader of the Christian church, he would time and time again fall back into his old ways. And his peers would have to do what Jesus was doing here. Peter once listened to some Jewish Christians and began to shun Gentile Christians when God had clearly revealed to him that Gentiles were also to be welcomed into the church. His brother Paul had to confront him and bring him to repentance and get him back on track again.

That’s the same thing we do in St. Mark’s Lutheran School. It’s a community that teaches over and over again the most important lessons for life. Lessons like confronting one another with our sins, learning to admit our sins, learning how to confess them to God, and then receiving from God and from our teachers and our classmates that wonderful gift when they say, “Your sins are forgiven.” In St. Mark’s School we teach these life lessons on a daily basis. They are life skills that are needed if children are going to grow into spiritually healthy, functioning adults in this world.
In St. Mark’s School our teachers begin every morning teaching the Word of God, and after they’ve taught a lesson they discuss it. The students repeat what the teacher has said or put it in their own words. These students who come to us from outside our congregation hear the authority figure (the teacher) say it, and they hear their peers say it, and it sinks in, and they follow—follow in the path of Jesus. That’s why we need your children. They need what we have to offer, and we need them so that they can reinforce what some children otherwise might not get in their homes.
Our classrooms are a practice ground where our children learn how to witness to others. They don’t even realize they’re doing it. In a safe environment where we know what they’re being taught, they can begin to articulate their faith, maybe for the first time. In a setting where no one is going to harmfully challenge their young, vulnerable faith, they can begin to practice how to say it, so that when they are older, it doesn’t have to be as scary for them to say, “Yes, I am a disciple of Jesus.” 

A week ago I turned 43. I went in for my annual check up. My father, before he died, had a bad case of diabetes, and I’m always sure to have the doctor check me for it in case my dad has handed this weakness on to me. My doctor said he’s alarmed at the rising number of diabetes cases. He says in a few decades the life expectancy of Americans is actually going to start going down rather than up because diabetes is advancing so rapidly, especially among young people. And he said the solution in most cases is rather easy:  Get them off the sofa and give them healthy food to eat, not junk food.
Are your children eating properly? Are they taking in what they need? I’m talking about spiritual food. Children are being “fed” a lot of things today. Are yours getting the food that Jesus is talking about? Jesus is speaking to you today: “Feed my lambs.” Notice, they’re His lambs. They’re not ours. He’s only lent them to us for a few years. Are you making the most of those years? Jesus says to you today, “Feed my lambs.”
Are you recognizing the risen Jesus? Do you recognize what He’s saying to you in His Word? He often repeats the message. But we can be so absorbed with work and the cares of life that we don’t really hear what He’s saying. Listen to it again. His voice is coming to you across the centuries through His Word:  (in a whisper) “Feed my lambs. Feed my lambs. Feed my lambs.” Amen. 

