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“What Jesus Left Behind: Changed Lives” 

Text: John 21:1-19 
 
While undergoing surgery, a man has a near death experience.  He sees a bright light and then 
hears a voice.  The voice says, “Turn back.  This is not your time.  You have 30 more years to 
live.”  When the surgery is complete, the man remembers this event. He decides that if he has 30 
more years to live, he wants to make the most of it.  So he begins exercising, losing 40 pounds.  
He dyes his hair from grey to its former black.  He begins to lift weights and regains his former 
youthfulness. 
 
One afternoon as he is walking out of the gym, a piano falls from the sky killing him instantly.  
The man comes to the pearly gates, looks at God and says, “I thought you said I had another 30 
years?”  God squints, looks closely and says, “Oops, sorry.  I didn’t recognize you.” 
 
We believe that it is possible to change our physical appearance.  As the man in the joke had 
done, we can change our hairstyle, our hair color, we can gain weight or lose weight, we can do a 
lot of things to change physically.  The question I want to explore this morning is, “Can we 
change in deeper ways…emotionally, spiritually, psychologically?”  Do we believe that it is 
possible to become different people than we are today? 
 
Or maybe the deeper question is do we want to change?  It is like the old version of the light bulb 
joke, asking how many psychologists it takes to change a light bulb.  Only one, but the light bulb 
really has to want to change.  Can we change and are we willing to go through the difficult work 
to make that possible? 
 
The movie, “The Spitfire Grill” begins with the lead character, Percy Talbot’s release from 
prison.  Having no family or anywhere to go, she chooses to relocate to the small town of Gilead.  
Along with a great storyline, the movie has incredible cinematography.  As Percy arrives in 
town, it is dark and cold and dreary.  No one seems to be paying much attention as she arrives.  
The opening scene is a great portrayal of the community and their indifference to one another.   
 
Percy goes to work at the Spitfire Grill, a little restaurant that all the locals visit.  She brings 
warmth and kindness that begins to rub off on the people in town.  But there are some who are 
skeptical about Percy and her intentions.  Knowing that she has been released from jail, there are 
a few folks who question her motivations.  Speaking of her one of the townspeople will say, 
“People can’t change.  Once a criminal, always a criminal.” 
 
Without giving away any more of the plot, the movie will explore that question of whether 
people can truly change.  But, I will give away that at the end of the movie another stranger is 



coming to town.  But this time the cinematography shows a very different town.  Gilead is shown 
on a bright, sunny day, with people conversing with one another as they await this new person.  
In the images of the town at the beginning and end of the movie, you can see that things have 
definitely changed.   
 
As I thought about that, I wondered what people might say about this church and how we have 
changed through the years.  I have heard several members say that they feel the church is more 
friendly now than it was years ago.  Maybe this is just the perception of a few, but they certainly 
feel that something has changed.  I have to take your word for that because I have only known 
this to be a friendly congregation.  But if that is the case that this is a friendlier and more 
welcoming congregation, it means that somewhere down the line you made a decision, either 
consciously or unconsciously to be that kind of church.  It didn’t just happen by accident.   
 
And pondering this, it makes me wonder where God is at work changing us today.  Twenty years 
from now, what changes will people identify and say, “This is who we used to be and this is who 
we are today.”  Where is God at work among us today? 
 
To be Easter people is to acknowledge that God is always at work in our individual lives and in 
our communal lives.  Sometimes those changes are so subtle and happen over such a period of 
time that we may not even be aware that they are occurring.  If we are open to the Spirit’s work, 
we are continually growing and maturing.  One of the legacies that Jesus left behind was 
changed lives.  People can be different.  Communities can be different. 
 
There are at least two examples of this in today’s reading.  The first requires a memory of the 
first meeting with the disciples and a deeper dive into the scriptures.  Before they were disciples, 
some of these followers of Jesus were fishermen.  According to Luke 5, some of these future 
disciples had been fishing all night.  Despite all their efforts, they had caught nothing.  They had 
returned to shore empty handed. 
 
Jesus was teaching on the shore and asked to use one of the boats.  Simon Peter rowed him a bit 
off shore and he continued to teach.  But when he was finished, Jesus told Simon to put his nets 
overboard.  Remember this story?  Simon responded by telling Jesus that they had worked all 
night and caught nothing.  These are the shallow waters, not the place you expect to catch fish, at 
least not anything significant.  And they have already cleaned their nets.  If they lower them into 
the water, they will have to wash them again.  They are tired, ready to go home.  Explaining this 
to Jesus Simon is trying to get him to reconsider.  With a likely reluctance, he puts the net into 
the water and soon it was teeming with fish.  There were so many that he called out to his friends 
to come help him.    That was the first meeting between Jesus and these disciples. 
 
Today’s story is remarkably parallel to that first encounter.  The disciples have been fishing.  
They haven’t caught a thing.  One might begin to think that they were not such good fishermen 
after all.  Jesus observes this saying, “Children you have no fish, have you?”  It wasn’t the best 
thing to say to weary fishermen.  Once again, he advises them to put their net on the other side of 
the boat.  Any fishermen would know enough to say that this won’t produce any different results.  
But notice what happens.  In the previous encounter, they told Jesus the reasons why this 



wouldn’t work.  In this instance, they believe in the possibility that it might.  And once again, 
they are rewarded with an abundance of fish. 
 
Notice the change?  The disciples are different people.  In the previous encounter they told Jesus 
all the reasons his idea wouldn’t work.  In this encounter, they dare to believe that it just might 
work.  That is a huge change!  And it is understandable.  In the years they were with Jesus, they 
have seen all those moments where they were filled with doubts.  Hungry people on a hillside 
and Jesus said, “Give them something to eat.”  They had doubted, pointing out how little they 
had.  But once they began to share, there was enough for everyone.  The hungry were fed.   
 
There was a time when they were afraid during a storm.  They feared for their life.  And Jesus 
spoke a word and the storm was calmed.  Amid their fears they found the assurance that 
everything would be ok.   
 
What this story illustrates in a very quiet way is how the faith of the disciples had changed 
because of their experiences with Jesus.  They began to believe that God was at work, even in the 
most desperate of situations.  They began to look at the impossibilities of life and presume that 
there must be some answer.  They may not have been aware of it, but their faith had changed 
because of spending time with Jesus. 
 
I am reminded of a story told by the late Fred Craddock. Every Christmas Fred would return to 
the small Tennessee town where his family lived and he would always make time to stop at the 
local diner owned by his longtime friend Buck.  On most occasions, Buck would stop what he 
was doing and join his friend for a piece of pie and a cup of coffee. 
 
One year when Fred stopped in the diner, Buck suggested they go somewhere where they could 
talk.  Fred could tell that something was wrong, but didn’t know what it was.  Buck asked him, 
“When you were in the shop, did you see the curtain?”  The curtain was not new.  It had been 
there for as long as Fred could remember.  Many of the shops and diners in town had a similar 
curtain.  It created a barrier.  If you were white you entered from the street, in front of the 
curtain.  If you were Black, you entered from the alley. 
 
When Fred acknowledged that he was aware of the curtain, Buck responded, “The curtain has to 
come down.”  Fred was pleased to hear this and said, “That’s great.  Take it down.” 
 
Buck then shared his dilemma.  He said, “If I take the curtain down, I will lose a lot of my 
customers.  And if I leave it up, I will lose my soul.” 
 
A curtain that had been there for as long as either of them could remember.  They were not the 
ones to put it up.  But suddenly Buck saw it in a new light.  What had always been there took on 
a new meaning.  He couldn’t live with the discrimination.   
 
We grow. We change.  We become something more than we expected.  And often those changes 
happen very slowly and subtly.  Sometimes those changes can make us uncomfortable, but rarely 
is growth easy. 
 



In a story that has been picked up in many areas, including Time Magazine, last Sunday was to 
have been confirmation Sunday at First UMC in Omaha, Nebraska.  The eight youth had studied 
and worked very hard.  With family and friends poised to welcome them, all eight youth made a 
difficult decision.  They chose not to join because of the church’s current discriminatory policies 
on LGBTQ people.  These seventh and eighth graders issued a written statement that read, in 
part, “Most of us started the confirmation year assuming that we would join the church at the 
end.  But with the action of the General Conference…we are disappointed with the direction the 
United Methodist denomination is heading.”  They concluded their statement saying, “We are 
not standing just for ourselves, we are standing for every single member of the LGBTQ 
community who is hurting now.  Because we were raised in this church, we believe that if we all 
stand together as a whole, we can make a difference.” 
 
I said there were two instances of change within this morning’s reading.  The first is exemplified 
in their ability to live as hope-filled people, expecting the unexpected, daring to believe in 
extravagant possibilities.  The other is found in the power of forgiveness.   
 
There was unfinished business between Jesus and his disciples.  Each in their own way, they had 
rejected or denied him.  Jesus spoke to Peter, who three times had denied him and asked him, 
“Do you love me?”  Each time Peter answered him, “Yes, Lord, you know that I love you.”  And 
Jesus responded with a statement.  Feed my lambs, tend my sheep and finally feed my sheep.  He 
asked him three times to mirror the three times Peter had denied him. The purpose of this 
conversation was to offer the deep gift of forgiveness. 
 
None of us is perfect.  None of us will ever be.  Not as individuals, not as a community.  There 
are things we have said and done, often with no evil intent that we look back and regret.  But the 
power of this story is that we are not locked into our mistakes.  We can learn and grow even 
there.  Often such growth is uncomfortable and means acknowledging our imperfections.  It 
means asking forgiveness from those we have hurt.  It means a willingness to live differently.  
But what Jesus offers to his disciples is the power of changed lives through a shared hope and the 
gift of God’s grace. 
 
Jesus left behind changed lives.  And as he has changed our lives, he gives us the invitation to 
share that transformation.  Where there is hurting, we are the healers.  Where there is strife, we 
are the peacemakers.  Where there is injustice, we carry his dream of the beloved community.  
Our changed lives, slow and certain, are the means by which God is working within the world 
today. 


