Let us pray through the words of St. Augustine:

God, from whom to go forth, is to die: to whom to return, is to revive: in whom to have our dwelling, is to live. God, whom no one loses, unless deceived: whom no one seeks, unless stirred up: whom no one finds, unless made pure. God, who leads us to the door of life; God, who causes it to be opened to them that knock; Command whatever is your will, heal and open our ears, that we may hear your utterances. Heal and open our eyes, that we may behold the signs of your command. Drive delusion from us, that we may recognize you. O Lord, most merciful Father receive, we pray, your fugitives. To you we must return: we knock; may your door be opened to us; teach us the way to you.  Amen! 

For the past few times that I have had the opportunity to share my thoughts with you concerning the passion and resurrection of Jesus, I have shared with you my own experience of facing conflict and how I found God to be present in it. These days I am so tuned to thinking about conflict and our scriptures because very soon I have to teach a class at a Lutheran seminary on this very topic.  So my interest in this aspect of the Jesus narrative is sparked not only by what I have experienced but also by what I have been asked to do.

Last week I asked you to share your own stories of experiencing God.  I encouraged you to come to the Bible study and the book group.  And this week as I was preparing for today, I came across a study conducted in England that said that out of 63% of people who found sermons communicating to them God’s love, only 17% of them found they influenced their life!

Now as someone called to preach the word of God, I find that an overwhelmingly discouraging statistics.  Mind you, this 17% is only saying that the sermons they heard influenced their life, they are not saying how, and to what extent, and for how long that influence actually lasted. 
So, what I am essentially saying is that coming across this statistics has forced me to think more deeply the same thought that I have been sharing with you for the last 2 years, that is, “what is the purpose of being a Christian?”  How do I communicate that purpose and even more important, how do I myself live that purpose?  
Those of you in the book group and the Bible study know that I strongly believe that a church cannot continue to exist until and unless it knows its purpose.  I have repeatedly said that coffee hour is a good thing, a nice website is wonderful, Christian formation and a good music program are good instruments but please let us not expect a church to be blessed if it is not willing to engage with the purpose of its being.   And this last Wednesday I went so far as to say that preaching about God’s love without ever mentioning its need and how it places a responsibility on us to make life altering changes, is to preach hollow words.  So, if I tell myself that God loves me without ever stopping to think that that means that God wants me to change, I am basically feeding my own ego.  
We all know that verse, for God so loved the world, but we never seem to pay much attention to the part where it says, all that believe in him shall not perish but have eternal life!   Now that is a life altering change!
Today’s Gospel reading and the lessons are also about life altering moments.  It is interesting that in one single day we read the conversion stories of the two most influential followers of Christ; Peter and Paul.  Now some may argue that Peter’s story does not merit to be called a conversion story because it lacks the kind of special effects that Paul’s story has.  Well, maybe, at first glance it is true.  But let’s dig a little deeper.  

As is so true of the rest of the post resurrection stories, Jesus is not recognized as Jesus.  Which is another sermon; but briefly, if I may, it is very telling of how in our lives today, we may not recognize Jesus too if he was amongst us calling us to a life altering change. 
Anyhow, the fact that I find interesting is, that Peter finding that it is Jesus, jumps into the sea for he knows that he had been naked!  Now this is the same Peter who denied Jesus three times.  And now this same Peter is being asked three times if he loved Jesus.  Each time Peter has to struggle with his inner shame in answering that question for he was cognizant of his own past.  Some have even called this dialogue Peter’s confession.
In Paul’s story a confession is missing. Or is it really? We know that he left no opportunity after his conversion to confess who he had been and how God altered his life and who he became after his conversion.
And now to the most crucial aspect of these two conversion stories: in both cases, Jesus commissions the newly converted to do something. To Peter he gives the task of feeding and tending his lambs and sheep and to Paul the task of proclaiming the good news to the ends of the earth.  
And now the million dollar question:  what has God called us to do?  We the people who congregate here Sunday after Sunday under the assumption of worshipping God, if we have truly made our confession to God and have said to God that we love him, if we are at the stage that we can say that our past was hurtful to Jesus, then have we responded to God’s love by accepting whatever God maybe calling us to do?  Are we open to hearing God’s commission or are we only going to pat ourselves on the back and say, just don’t worry God loves you, you don’t have to do a thing, just enjoy the Christian fellowship and community!  And please feel free to give to the church because the good news is that anything you give us, is tax deductible!     

Well friends, we all know the real good news!  Christ died for our sins.  Christ died for that part of our lives in which we were hurtful to him. But Christ was also raised from the dead so that like Paul and Peter and many others with them, we may believe that the negative need not have the final word.  And that is what makes the Christian faith such a good news, the possibility of the positive altering our life so that we may become the bearers of hope!
I hope I have at least scratched the surface of the problem we face today.  How many of us are willing to truly make the confession that Peter made or that Paul shared for the rest of his life.  How many of us are truly able to say that we have been or are the part of the problem?  How many of us are truly able to accept that Christian life is a life that comes with a commission to do something? And that something has to be a meaningful departure from the past in which we were part of the problem.  How many of us can see the continuous conversion of people like Paul and Peter?  And seeing it, how many of us can wish the same for ourselves?
Yes friends, it is tough!  It is extremely tough!  Honestly, it is tough! But, if we are gathered here in the Lord’s name, the same lord who says, “follow me”, then we are obligated to think through our lives again. We are obligated to overcome the frustration of Peter and the past of Paul.  We are obligated to respond to God’s love. We are obligated to act. We are obligated to a life altering change. 

So, today, I request that all of us spend the coming few days with this question in prayer, if I really love Jesus, am I open to a commission that may change my life forever? Am I open to the pain and frustration of making the confession needed to break from my past? Am I open to accepting the pain of an uncertain future?  
Friends I know we live in a culture where in our relationship with God we always expect God to respond like that teacher to whom little john asked: “Teacher, would you be mad at somebody for something they didn’t do?” And the teacher responds, “No, of course not.” To which little John gladly says, “Good, I didn’t do my homework!”
May we the fugitives, see the open door and hear God’s call. May our ears be healed and the scales from our eyes removed. And may in our continuous conversion we find our purpose.  Amen.   
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