After Breakfast
John 21: 1-17

April 15, 2007


Last Wednesday afternoon someone in the group commented that the second part of this story is much more familiar to us than the first part of the story.  And it’s true, isn’t it?  The “feed my sheep” part is where we most often go.  We sort of run past the net full of fish and the breakfast to hear the after breakfast conversation, what the resurrected Jesus said to Simon Peter, those words which we know deep down are spoken to us, too.  “Do you love me?  Feed my lambs.  Do you love me?  Tend my sheep.  Do you love me?  Feed my sheep.”


Ah, yes, here are the words which inspire us.  Here are the words which remind us Christians about what we’re supposed to be doing with our lives.  Here, in these words, is the crux of discipleship, the heart of what it means to live as a disciple of Jesus Christ.  We may believe, we may love the Lord, we may know, in our heads and in our hearts, the rightness and goodness of the Jesus way of life, but discipleship doesn’t begin until we start to live that way of life ourselves.  Discipleship doesn’t begin until we turn our beliefs and our love of the Lord into action.

So, out we go, to tend and feed, to love and encourage, to support and build up, to speak up for justice and liberation and fairness and human worth, to speak out against hatred and violence and bigotry, to spread the gospel news of God’s love, to make a difference in the world, to make somebody’s life better.  We’re inspired, spiritually energized, tending and feeding with spiritual energy.  But sometimes it’s as if the energy switch turns off.


We begin to droop, tired spiritually.  All those voices crying out to be fed and tended, and it’s not just those ubiquitous sort of lumped together groups of humanity– the poor, the sick, the lonely, the wounded – it’s members of our own families and friends and the people we go to school with and the people with whom we work and the people with whom we play – they all need tending and feeding.  Suddenly the Christian calling feels so overwhelming, the most we can do, the best we can do, really just a drop in the bucket.  We were fired up, full of hope, full of commitment, full of spiritual energy, but now, drooping, spiritually depleted.  What happened?
Well, maybe we rushed too quickly into the second part of the story, neglecting the first part.  Maybe we didn’t notice the hinge on which the second part of the story hangs:  “when they had finished breakfast”, after breakfast, then Jesus said to Simon Peter...
Maybe the lack of spiritual energy, the spiritual exhaustion, has to do with trying to do discipleship on an empty stomach, so to speak, without first having breakfast with Christ.  See, we ourselves need to be fed and tended before we can go feed and tend others.  First we need to respond to that invitation, “Come and have breakfast.”
Question is, where’s the breakfast table for us?  Where is Christ waiting, with food aplenty for us, with that soul food, if you will, that soul food we so much need for the spiritual journey of discipleship?  And, wherever it is, does it come personally, directly, straight from Christ to you?  Yes, sometimes it does; it happens sometimes in prayer, in private meditation, in solitude.

But often it happens with other people, and not just with other people, but through other people, which I guess shouldn’t surprise us, since Jesus said, “Where two or three are gathered together in my name, there I am in the midst of them.”  So, where’s the breakfast table for us?  Maybe it’s where we gather, two or three or a few more of us, to be fed by Christ through each other.

Go back for a minute to the sermon series Kenny and I preached before Easter.  We focused on behaviors commended by the Apostle Paul, those behaviors which build very different human beings into a community, into a togetherness which is warm and welcoming and encouraging and safe, this loving togetherness which feels so good.
Surely Madison Square has built that kind of community, in which the words “Welcome home” ring true.  But remember, the goal of church community is not just to provide a warm, fuzzy feel-good for us.  It has to do with providing a nurturing place, in which we can prepare each other to go out there to tend and feed.


In the last sermon of that series, I likened church community to an incubator, for the hatching of disciples, and I wondered if we’re doing that.  We’ve built our home, and all is ready, but have we really moved into it, to use it for the growing and growing up of disciples?  And, in that last sermon, I promised that, after Easter, I’d tell you about an invitation I accepted, and an experience I had as a result, in which I caught of glimpse of us and something we might do to better function as that hatching place, or now switching metaphors, to better function as that breakfast room, where we can be fed by Christ through each other.

Well, here’s the experience I had.  I spent a couple of hours with a group of men who meet together twice a month to breakfast with Christ.  They meet in the evening, not in the morning, but still, it is very much breakfast with Christ, that divine feeding through them to each other.  When they first started meeting, they created together a statement of their own group identity and purpose.  Now, at the beginning of every meeting, they read that statement aloud.

They read it to remind themselves why they have gathered and to help them stay focused on that throughout their conversation.  The statement they read aloud together goes like this.

“We are a community of gay Christian men who journey together in fellowship and prayer.  We seek to build a community by acknowledging and celebrating our giftedness and our struggles, by reflecting on sacred scriptures and sharing a meal.  Our hope is to build through our interaction a community of trust, mutual respect, service and interest in one another’s journey.”  Do you hear it?  It’s not “preachy;” it’s not a classroom; it’s not a counselor’s office; it’s not advice-giving; it’s not an attempt to shape your spiritual journey for you or to make your journey look like somebody else’s, fit somebody else’s sacred path.  It’s simply and profoundly interest in each other’s spiritual journey, that kind of active interest which is fully tuned in to you, supporting you, encouraging you to explore and discover and go deep into your relationship with Christ and deep into your calling as a Christian disciple.  They talk about those deep things we don’t often talk about with other human beings.  At breakfast with Christ, they open themselves to each other, to be fed through each other.
Remember those questions I asked before I read today’s Bible story?  Well, this group doesn’t use those particular questions, but that’s really what they’re getting at, discernment, exploration, nurture to strengthen their spiritual journey.
Imagine what it would be like to be in a small group composed of people you trust, who are tuned in to you, who genuinely care about you and are interested in your spiritual journey, with whom you could go deep into those questions:  “How are things going in your spiritual journey?  What’s working for you along the spiritual path you’re walking?  What’s hard?  What do you need?”  Maybe it feels a little scary, that much intimacy, maybe it feels a little scary, that stepping into unknown territory to do something you haven’t done before, but if you’d like to give it a try, if you sense that a group like that could provide the sacred feeding you need, call me or email me, and let’s get some groups formed.
How would the groups work?  Well, each group would do its own thing.  Your group would set the time, place and frequency of your gatherings.  And your group would create its own format, perhaps creating its own statement of identity and purpose, perhaps utilizing a scripture passage or a scripture verse, but maybe a poem, or a brief part of a story or newspaper article, or a piece of artwork, or maybe a song to help begin the conversation.
The groups would be different, with no set structure prescribed for every group, except for two things:  a commitment to stay on topic, that is, to stay focused on each other’s spiritual journey, and a commitment to sacred confidentiality.  If you’d like to be in a group like that, let me know.
The resurrected Jesus spoke the invitation, “Come and have breakfast.”  After breakfast, after they’d been fed, then the risen Christ spoke again, calling forth Christians:  “Do you love me?  Feed my lambs.  Do you love me?  Tend my sheep.  Do you love me?  Feed my sheep.”
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