“The Key Question for Christian Leaders”

John 21: 15-19

The dialogue we just heard between Jesus and Peter is one of the most touching in the gospels. It comes at quite a moment of decision for Peter. As you heard in the first lesson of the morning, this dialogue occurs following Jesus’ crucifixion and resurrection. This is one of Jesus’ few appearances to his disciples after he had risen from the dead. 

 It seems from reading the post Easter stories in the gospels that the disciples were at a loss about what the future held for them now. Before they had even seen the risen Jesus, they were especially pensive about the next move in their lives. And even after seeing him, they were still unsure.

 In the first lesson of the morning, seven of the disciples have met together on the shores of the Sea of Galilee. We do not know what they were discussing, but we do know at some point, Peter, always the first one to speak, says, “I am going fishing?” It’s been speculated over the years that perhaps the disciples were talking about the future and maybe Peter had decided it was time to leave the Jesus movement and return to his former career in fishing. I can just imagine Peter now, listening to the discussion about “what now?” And I can just imagine him saying, “Well, you dudes do whatever you want, but I’m going back to fishing. I’ve got a wife and kids to take care of.”

 And I suppose Peter’s natural leadership prevailed, because there is no discussion whatsoever. The other six get in the boat with him and they set out to sea, spending the night, out of the lake trolling for fish.

 As dawn began to break, their fishing trip had been a flop. Had they lost their touch as fishermen? No sooner are they ready to head to shore when they notice a man on the shore yelling out to them:

 “Caught anything?” 

“Nope not even one little crappie,” they answer

 “Well, try the other side of the boat,” the man says.

 And before you know it, the nets are filled and it takes all seven of them to haul them in. “Who is that guy?” John, the beloved disciple, is the first to recognize him. “It’s the Lord.”

 Reminiscent of his walking on the water, Peter can’t wait to row the boat in. He jumps in and swims to Jesus, who by the time Peter and the others arrive already has a fire kindled and has breakfast on the spit. And in silent awe they sit and eat with the risen Jesus.

 It’s what happens after breakfast that captures our attention today – the precious dialogue between Peter and Jesus. It is especially pertinent to us today for as we do each year in the life of our church, today we ordain and install new leaders; new elders and deacons. And I believe in this story of Peter and Jesus interacting on the beach, we hear the key question that Christian leaders must answer for themselves. It is a question that one must answer as a Christian no matter what form your leadership takes – deacon, elder, minister, Sunday school teacher, parent, youth leader. It is the fundamental and essential question we must respond to if we are to follow Jesus Christ. It is a question posed thrice by Jesus himself in the text today. It is posed to Peter, but it is posed to you and me as well. The question from Jesus is, “Do you love me?”

 Even tough we do it every year, many of you may not know, how orderly our nominating process is for new elders and deacons in the Presbyterian Church. We elect a Nominating Committee each year that is representative of the whole church in a way prescribed by our Book of Order. That committee is charged with the task of seeking out those persons we believe God is calling to lead us. And this committee asks itself all kinds of questions about potential church officers:

· Are these persons people of faith and actively involved in the church?

· Do they support the church’s work with their time, talent and treasure?

· Do they have special gifts needed in particular areas of the church’s mission?

· Do they have the commitment to serve for 3 years.

· Are they bright, energetic, and have a spirit of cooperation such that they can work well with a team of leaders?

 These are just some of the questions the Nominating Committee asks as they consider candidates for elder and deacon. Yet, isn’t it interesting that Jesus asks the one question here that we either take for granted or neglect to ask: “Do you love me?”

I want to propose to you that in Jesus’ question to Peter – “Do you love me?” - we do indeed hear the key question for Christian leaders, because first of all, “Do you love me?” is a question that…

…Humbles

You can’t help but notice that Jesus asks the same question of Peter three times, “Do you love me?” Why three times? I think the answer to that begins with the breakfast on the beach, eaten in silence. Did you notice the way the fire upon which Jesus was cooking breakfast for the disciples is described? It is a “charcoal fire?” Do you recall another “charcoal fire” mentioned in the gospels? Look back to John 18:18 and you will see it. It’s on the evening when Jesus was arrested, the day before he was condemned and crucified. It is a “charcoal fire” around which this very same man, Peter, huddles warming himself. There around that fire, Peter proceeded to deny that he even knew Jesus. Three times people come up and say, “Didn’t I see you with Jesus?” And each time more strongly, more vehemently, than the next, Peter denies his relationship with Jesus.

 I wonder if there on the beach that morning, as they silently broke bread with Jesus, if maybe the smell of the smoke from the charcoal fire began to remind Peter of his denial? I wonder if maybe Jesus could see the guilt on his face and the shame in his eyes?

But after breakfast, Jesus pulls Peter aside and three times asks him the key question: “Do you love me, Peter?” And by the third time, it is asked, Peter, we are told, is “grieved” (v.17). I’m sure Peter knew what this meant. If not, why would it have hurt him so much. And even though he says to Jesus three times,  “Yes, I love you,” he nevertheless comes away from his encounter with the risen Christ a humbled man.

 You see, once upon a time, Peter had declared to Jesus before all who could hear him, “Though all may fall away from you, I never will.”(Matthew 26:33). But when the going got tough, Peter’s self-confidence waned. And after all of this Jesus comes back to him and asks three times, “Do you love me?”

 Catholic priest, Father Carroll Stuhlmueller, preaching on this story wrote:

 “Church leaders…must maintain a humble stance…remembering our own faults and denials. To bring sinners to the redeemer, leaders must know thoroughly their own need of Jesus from their personal weakness.” (in Biblical Meditations for the Easter Season, p.170)

 That’s one of the reasons why the question of Jesus is a key question for Christian leaders, because it humbles us. It reminds us how easy it is to deny the one we say we love. “Do you love me?” is also a key question for leaders who are Christians because it is a question that…

…Commissions

I’m sure you noticed as I did that after each time Jesus asked the key question to Peter – “do you love me?” and Peter humbly re-affirmed his love for Jesus, our Lord responded with a charge to Peter

“Feed my lambs.”




“Tend my sheep.”





Feed my sheep.”

 While this key question to the one who would follow Jesus humbles, it also commissions. It challenges and summons Peter to turn his words into actions. It in one thing to say you love Jesus, it is another to actually show it by loving your neighbor.

 “Do you love me?” is the key question for Christian leaders for it challenges us not only at the level of the confession of our lips but also at the conduct of our lives. Those who say they love Jesus are commissioned to love the people of Jesus – his sheep. And that is what each of us as Christian leaders – parents, employers, SS teachers, deacons, elders and ministers – are commissioned to do.

 And I hope that is an encouragement to us. I know it must have been to Peter. Here was one who had failed miserably in the past. Yet it did not preclude him from future leadership by his Lord. Jesus received his re-committed love and commissioned him to go and take care of others.

 Finally, note with me this morning that the key question for Christian leaders not only humbles and commissions, but it also…

...Hallows

 After Jesus gives his third commission to Peter to “Feed my sheep,” he begins to tell Peter about the direction his life will take if he accepts the charge:

18Very truly, I tell you, when you were younger, you used to fasten your own belt and  go wherever you wished. But when you grow old, you will stretch out your hands, and someone else will fasten a belt around you and take you where you do not wish to go.’ 19(He said this to indicate the kind of death by which he would glorify God.) After this he said to him, ‘Follow me.’ (John 21: 18-19)
 Jesus pulls no punches with those he calls to leadership: leading for the one we love will come at a great cost. Grace is not cheap. But notice what Peter does upon hearing these sobering words from Jesus:

 Peter turned and saw the disciple whom Jesus loved following them; 21When Peter saw him, he said to Jesus, ‘Lord, what about him?’ 22Jesus said to him, ‘If it is my will that he remain until I come, what is that to you? Follow me!’
 Peter did what, so many of us are prone to do when we hear Christ’s humbling, commissioning call. 

“But Lord, what about her? What about him?” 

We begin to make the odious comparison of our calling with our brothers or sisters around us. And to that, Jesus simply says, “get your eyes off John or Jane and follow me.”

 Why does Jesus put it that way? Because each of our lives are hallowed. It’s a word not often used in contemporary conversation. Yet, we say it in the Lord’s Prayer every week in church:

“Our Father, who art in heaven, hallowed be thy name.”

To be “hallowed” is to be declared “holy.” The word “holy” literally means to be “set apart.” To be hallowed by Christ is to be declared set apart for a unique work that is yours and yours alone. Peter’s was different from John’s. Yours and mine are different from theirs, yet it is centered on the same essential question from Jesus, “Do you love me?”

 We have welcomed our new associate pastor, Julie Jensen and I, for one, am so happy to have her as my new colleague in ministry. However, this morning, I want to leave you today with a story about our former associate pastor Dawn Mayes. Last fall, when I became aware that Dawn would receive the call to become the pastor at First Presbyterian Church in Brunswick, I asked her to keep me posted on the process as she navigated through the presbytery channels of Savannah Presbytery. Well, the week before she was to go down to appear before the presbytery, she was approved by their Committee on Ministry and told that she could probably expect only one question from the floor of presbytery during her examination and it would come from the Rev. Proctor Chambliss. Well, Proctor and I were classmates at Columbia Seminary and I knew he was quite a card, so I asked Dawn if they gave her any indication the kinds of questions Proctor likes to ask. And she said, they say he always asks the same question, “Do you love Jesus?”

 And I think ‘ol Proctor has it figured out. It is indeed the key question for those called to leadership for Christ’s sake – “Do you love Jesus?” Let us all, in whatever capacity we would lead for Christ be humbled, commissioned and hallowed by that awesome question.
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