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Bible passages: Acts 9:1-6  and John 21:4-19
‘Are you with me?’
Last weekend Sophie and I treated ourselves by going to see a show. It was Jesus Christ Superstar. The last time I saw it was in 1975, so it brought back lots of memories from 50 years ago.  
What really struck me this time was the way all the characters in the story struggled to work out who this Jesus guy really was. Virtually all the songs, in some way came back to the same question: Who is this guy?
Judas sings the words, “Every time I look at you, I don’t understand – why you let the things you did get so out of hand”. Pilate sings about a dream that he had: “I dreamed I met at Galilean, a most amazing man. He had that look you rarely find, the haunting, hunted kind”. And later when he met Jesus face to face, his song asks him straight out: “Are you the King of the Jews?”. King Herod sings: “So you are the Christ, you’re the great Jesus Christ. Prove to me that you’re divine. Change my water into wine. That’s all you need to do, and I’ll know it’s all true”. Then the chorus of angels sing, “Jesus Christ, Jesus Christ, who are you? What have you sacrificed”. Finally, Mary Magdalene sings, “I don’t know how to love him, what to do, how to move him… I don’t see why he moves me, he’s a man, he’s just a man”.
All these questions keep coming. Is he God, because he looks like a man? Is he special, because he looks pretty ordinary? Is he strong and mighty, because he comes across as pretty weak and humble.  What’s his purpose? And, why did he die? 
The show left me again with the same question. Even though I’ve been a follower of Jesus for over 50 years, it caused me to reflect again on the question, Who do I really think he is? And that led me to another question, “Where and how do I recognise him in my own life?” “How does he manifest himself to me?”
Where and how do we recognise him? How do we know the resurrected Christ?
In our two bible readings today, we have two stories of two characters, Peter and Paul. Both of them had trouble recognising Jesus (at least, at first). But when they did recognise Jesus, it was then that he asked them both the same question, “Are you with me?”. He didn’t literally say those words but that’s the gist of it. 
Peter’s story is fascinating. He was the one who said to Jesus, “I will never disown you” (Matt 26:35) and “I will lay down my life for you” (John 13:37). But he did disown him – three times. (John 18:15-27). Peter was one who rushed to find the tomb empty, but just went away wondering in about it.  (Luke 24:12 and John 20:3-10). He was also in the locked room when Jesus appeared to them. (John 20:19-31) That was a high point, but we are not sure what effect it had on Peter in the coming days and weeks.  

And now, in today’s story, Peter and a few disciples are back to his old vocation of fishing when they again meet the risen Jesus on the shores of the lake. [Many scholars agree that this section of John is a later addition. But that doesn’t stop us learning from it]. In this scene, Peter does not recognise Jesus at first. It’s in the meal of bread and fish, which Jesus serves to them that he fully recognises Jesus. Jesus becomes known to Peter in the serving of a meal. Like us today, we will again recognise and know Jesus in the serving of this meal we call ‘communion’. 
But the key part of this story is the conversation that takes place between Jesus and Peter after the meal. Three times Jesus asks Peter if he loves him. We suppose that relates to the three times Peter denied him. But this time, Jesus needed Peter to be really clear about his love for the Lord, because, flowing out of that love would come the call to Peter to ‘feed my lambs’, to show his love of Jesus by feeding his lambs. Just as Jesus had once said, “I am the good Shepherd” (John 10) he’s passing the baton to Peter, saying, “I need you to be a good shepherd from now on”. 
In that conversation, Jesus asks Peter, “Are you with me?”
Paul’s story is fascinating too. Paul was a hundred percent devoted to God and the church. But he didn’t recognise Jesus for who he was and as a result he believed passionately that he should stamp out this crazy following of what who he believed a heretic. As we read, he was on his way to Damascus to capture and imprison any followers of ‘The Way’, and it was on that road that he encountered the risen Christ in the most dramatic way. He also had the same question on his lips, that every else seemed to be asking “Who are you Lord?” (v5) The circumstances were very different to those of Peter, but the result was the same. Jesus says, “you have been persecuting me and my followers, but now I need you on my side. I need you with me, not against me”. 
Jesus asks Paul the same question he asked Peter, “Are you with me?”
In both cases their answers must have been ‘yes’ since those two characters became the two leading apostles of the early church. 
What about us? How are we like Peter? How are we like Paul? We may believe in Jesus. We may declare in our prayers and worship that we follow his ways and want his will to be done on earth. But how – and where do we recognise the living Christ? How and where does he call us to follow?
As we worship here in this place today I believe he is saying, “I’m revealing myself to you right here”. Certainly, in our communion time, Jesus is saying, “I am here in the bread and in the cup”. But it goes well beyond here, doesn’t it?
He says, “I’m here in your local street where you live” and he’s calling from there, asking if you are with him
He says, “I’m here at the shopping centre” asking if you are with him there. 
He says, “I’m here in the hospital” asking if you are with him there. 
He says, “I’m here on the train”, asking if you are with him there. 
He is saying, I’m actually the person in your street, at the shops, in the hospital, on the train. I’m the person in front of you, who is in need. As Jesus said, “Whatever you did for the least of these, you did to me” (Matt 25:40). He is that person. 
I guess that means being with Jesus means being with the person in need since Jesus is already existing in that person, and in their struggles. I feel we need to remind ourselves of that every day we are alive.  
Let me finish by taking us to the image on the screen [two people in silhouette walking beside the cross]. This is an image by Luis Georg Muller. (see below)
What thoughts go through your mind when you look at this image? 
I was thinking it could be Peter and Paul walking towards the cross. Or are they walking away from it? Maybe they are walking towards the light. I like the fact that they are walking rather than sitting, as it gives the idea of a journey or pilgrimage, which is a good metaphor of life. And they appear to be in conversation – another good image of sharing the journey. 
Perhaps we could imagine it being our own self walking along with a friend. Maybe you could imagine walking with a person in need of some kind and you are encouraging them. Or possibly it’s you who are the person being encouraged by another as you walk along. Or maybe we even could imagine it’s you and Jesus walking along, especially since the cross is now empty and he walks beside you.
Perhaps even, that idea of Jesus walking alongside us might, in our minds relate strongly to the idea of walking with a friend in need – where one person could be you being Christ to another person. Or, for that matter, it could be that the other needy person is, in fact, Christ and you are discovering that Christ is already in that person – which means you are ministering to Christ himself. In that case I would suggest that Christ is calling to you – and me from that other person, saying, “I am here. Are you with me?”
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