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“Uncontainable Good News”
John 21:15-19, 25           April 15, 2018

It is a such a joy to be with you today, nearly 11 
years since I preached from this pulpit as a Lake 
Fellow at the end of two blessed years with you. 
It doesn’t seem that long ago, but then in other 
ways it does. I was with you from 2005 to 2007, 
my first two years after graduating from Columbia 
Theological Seminary, where your new senior co-
pastor Chris Henry was a classmate of mine. God 
is good, and I am overjoyed that God has led you 
and Chris to unite in ministry for this time in the 
life of Second and for this time in Christ’s church.

Our second passage this day from Paul’s letter 
to the Philippians speaks of friendship, and is one 
of the single most affectionate passages that Paul 
ever wrote to his fellow Christians, his brothers 
and sisters in Christ.  These opening words of deep 
gratitude that Paul carries for the Christians of 
Philippi remind me of you.

When I think of this congregation, I think of 
the friendship, encouragement and love you have 
offered me, and the dozens of Lake Fellows—new 
pastors in our denomination—that you have helped 
shape and form. I visited Second last month along 
with many friends of this congregation as part of 
the celebration of Dr. Lewis Galloway’s courageous 
and compassionate years of ministry among us, 
and it was such a beautiful time of catching up with 
colleagues and members, meeting other former 
Lake Fellows, sharing stories of ministry here, and 
remembering some who have joined the Church 
Triumphant in these years. We offered stories of 
gratitude for Lewis, for you, and also anticipation 
for the journey ahead for this congregation.

Last week, Chris Henry spoke of becoming 

church, and his conviction that the Christian 
community is where Christ meets us, transforms 
us, shapes us, by the power of God’s Spirit among 
us and the loving witness we practice together. 

This call to become church is critical, and it 
is one that you practice well. I remember your 
willingness to rejoice in Christ’s work among you, 
but also your understanding that following Jesus 
is always unfinished business. Truly, the apostle 
Paul’s understanding is that the story of the church 
and God’s mission for us in the world is still being 
told, never complete until Christ comes again: 
Paul expresses his faith and his wonder to the 
Philippians: “I am confident of this, that the one 
who began a good work among you will bring it to 
completion by the day of Jesus Christ.”

Of the many good works Christ has begun among 
you, I count it as a grace that you are a congregation 
that understands that the mission of the church 
is never for itself alone. You reflect German 
theologian Dietrich Bonhoeffer’s conviction, “The 
church is only the church when it exists for others.” 
(Letters and Papers from Prison.)

 I am one of the many beneficiaries of the outward 
and future-thinking nature of this congregation. 
As many of you know, the Lake Fellow in Parish 
Ministry program started years ago when Dr. Bill 
Enright and the Lake family saw the need within 
the larger church, our denomination, for pastors 
who had experienced a good first call in parish 
ministry and intentional, thoughtful mentoring 
within that first experience. You have inspired the 
church, given it a model for guiding new pastors, 
and assisted in forming pastoral leaders whose gifts, 
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after serving two years here, largely go literally out 
the door. Former Lake Fellows are serving churches 
and institutions now in Memphis, Jacksonville, 
FL, St. Louis, Roanoke, Richmond, VA, Knoxville, 
TN, Washington, D.C., and in New Jersey, 
Oklahoma, North Carolina, South Carolina, West 
Virginia, Mississippi, New York, Texas, Arkansas, 
California,  and right here in this city. My guess is 
that all of us carry a similar love and gratitude for 
the gifts of ministry and friendship we experienced 
with you. 

You know that the good news is too good to 
keep to yourselves. Through this program for new 
pastors ultimately bound for other churches, and 
through so many of your ministries to those whose 
need Christ’s transformative love made manifest, 
you live out that calling to proclaim and to follow 
Christ into the world together, as a community, as 
friends in Christ.

Our gospel passage from the very end of John 
today also speaks a word to us about friendship, but 
a friendship in a pained place. There is unfinished 
business between Peter and Jesus. It is perhaps 
strange to frame their relationship this way, as a 
friendship, but I think the gospel writer John sees 
it that way. 

It must have been devastating for Peter in those 
days after the cross. Jesus’ last words on the night of 
his arrest to this Rock of a disciple were harsh, “Put 
down your sword, Peter,” This disciple and friend 
had tried to ward off the arresting police who came 
to get Jesus, on that night that must have been 
the longest night of Jesus, and Peter’s lives. Most 
of all, though Peter must have regretted his words 
of denial later that night around the campfire in 
the courtyard, “I don’t know who you are talking 
about,” “I do not know the man.” “I do not know 
the man!” (Matthew 26:69-75)  As much as he 
was denying Jesus, Peter was also denying his own 
discipleship, his own calling. Oh, how these words 
must have echoed through Peter’s mind, robbed 

him of sleep, haunted him even as the resurrected 
Jesus greeted the disciples with “Peace be with 
you.”  ( John 20:19)

Peter had already had two encounters with the 
risen Lord before the morning at the lake with 
empty nets. Had Jesus been speaking peace for him, 
meaning him, too? Peter must have wondered. Do 
I still belong to Jesus? 

Have you wondered that? Maybe at one time, 
like Peter, your faith felt so sure, you felt so close 
to the Lord, and then something happened. 
Maybe, like a friendship gone stale, you just kind 
of stopped talking. Or you felt like this friend let 
you down somewhere, wasn’t there in the way you 
needed Jesus to be there, the way you expected him 
to show up for you. Or maybe it was the group of 
Jesus’ disciples, the body of Christ, friends in faith, 
let you down, weren’t there as we are supposed to 
be. Or maybe you are the one carrying guilt, or 
despair, like Peter. Wondering if you have let Jesus 
down, if your faith isn’t where it should be, if you 
risk enough or love enough or give enough for 
Jesus’ sake.

The risen Jesus has met the disciples on the beach 
after helping them from afar miraculous haul of 
fish. Incidentally, no one catches any fish in the 
gospels without Jesus around. Later, on the shore, 
Jesus takes Peter aside for this conversation, asking 
him whether Peter really loves him. Jesus asks 
Peter three times, do you love me? What author 
Toni Morrison once wrote rings true, “Anything 
dead coming back to life hurts.” (Beloved. London: 
Vintage (1987),35) Surely Peter’s denial hurt Jesus, 
and now Peter is hurt in the challenge from a risen 
Christ. But this dead friendship is coming back 
to life, Jesus wants Peter to come back to life. In 
answering Jesus, Peter is given new life, becomes 
who he really is, comes back to Jesus, through his 
friend and Lord’s love, forgiveness, and new call. 

Aren’t these things what we are all longing for? A 
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closeness to Christ, a revived commitment to him, 
a call? The desire to belong to Jesus, to be claimed 
and wanted, needed, even. We find our identity in 
belonging somewhere, whether it’s being part of a 
family, or a member of a team, or part of a group 
that says we are Christians, those who follow 
Jesus, not alone but together. Peter needed that 
assurance that he was indeed forgiven and called, 
that he still belonged to Christ. 

You are here because you belong here, belong 
to Christ, and belong to a community that is 
following Jesus together. Of course Second, and 
every other Christian community, does this 
imperfectly. Even the early Christian communities, 
Philippi included, needed help. No one received 
a multi-page letter from Paul unless they needed 
some help. Much of the Philippians struggle was 
with those ordinary things of belonging, of being 
a community that is fluid, ever-changing, always 
being shaped and formed by the Spirit and by the 
people who are chosen by God to belong. Each 
new member changes the church, and new called 
leadership surely has and will.

In the congregation I serve in Oklahoma, we 
have a free community meal each weekend. It is 
open to everyone who is hungry—some people 
are there because they do not have a home, some 
are there because there’s not enough food in the 
house, some are there because they lonely, they are 
more hungry for friendship than for food. One of 
our Deacons, Nettie, has been volunteering nearly 
every Saturday since its start years ago. (Nettie’s 
story shared with her permission.) Nettie came to 
us because of the brunch, joined the congregation 
as she was led by God, and has become a leader 
among us. Nettie cannot walk, but she travels more 
miles that many of us do in a day on her motorized 
scooter. Because of a traumatic brain injury at 
work years ago, she can no longer remember 
proper names, of anyone, except Jesus. And so 
everyone is brother, sister, daddy, or momma. 

These titles are given with affection and conviction, 
and it has changed us. A white 94-year old son of 
a sharecropper is her daddy, and she always asks 
about him when he misses Bible study. I am not 
just her pastor but her sister. Nettie speaks openly 
about the challenges of being a black woman in 
rural Oklahoma with a disability, and what she 
sees that we may not, what she experiences and 
notices. We have become more brother and sister 
and friend to one another and to those outside 
our church because of her practice of deep faith 
and her encouragement of Christian community, 
friendship, and community engagement among us.

The presence of each person here has the potential 
to change the church. That is wonderful, because 
this being together, belonging together, is part of 
Jesus’ promise to us beyond the Easter joy. We will 
be transformed by following Jesus together. We will 
not be the same, because new life and good news 
are uncontainable, they are moving, living things. 
God’s Spirit has always been about the work of 
transforming us, of reforming us. Part of the Spirit’s 
work is done through the people that God sends us. 
Know that you have many friends all over praying 
for you in these times, in this new chapter in the 
life of a church that has done so much and will do 
even more to add to the story of God’s good news 
at work in the world.

We are part of the story of the “what now?” of 
Christ’s resurrection, the ever unfinished business of 
following Jesus into the world. This is uncontainable 
good news we proclaim and embody. Christ Jesus is 
at work through you, by the grace of God, for the 
joy of one another, and for the transformation of 
the world. As John, in closing his gospel, proclaims, 
“There are also many other things that Jesus did; 
if every one of them were written down, I suppose 
that the world itself could not contain the books 
that would be written.”


