
SERMON – MAY 1, 2022 – “THE GOOD GROUNDING OF FELLOWSHIP” 

Grace and Peace to you from God our Father, and from our Lord and Savior, Jesus 

the Christ, Amen. 

     You know, of the five senses – sight, hearing, taste, touch and smell – perhaps 

our sense of smell gets the least respect. Yet research has shown that our sense 

of smell can be the most powerful of our five senses when it comes to spurring 

our memory. I know this too be true in my own life: the smell of trees at, say, the 

Great Smoky Mountain National Park is an instant relaxer for me. The smell of 

pine always takes me back to my memories of hiking and nature-watching there. 

     Yet smell can, like any of the other four senses, be a trigger of bad memories as 

much as good ones. I was talking with a friend whose father ran out on him when 

he was a boy. One day, not thinking about what he had gone through with his 

father, I was recounting to my friend a memory I had just regained: the memory 

of when I was a little boy and of the sound of the front door opening, followed by 

hugging my dad coming home from an evening meeting; I remember the joy of 

feeling my face next press next to his cold just-returning-home face, and how 

comforting it was to feel next to my cheek the stubble of his face after a long day. 

I told this to my friend and he began to cry, because his father never did that for 

him. Or one time in seminary I and another fellow were practicing a Christian 

clown routine late one morning. Then it was time for lunch so rather than take off 

my clown makeup, I “invaded” the lunchroom with my clown hijinks. Almost 

everyone laughed and smiled except this one woman who began to cry and run 

off. Later she apologized, though she didn’t need to. My clowning had reminded 

her of her brother. He loved to be a clown but had died of cancer a few years 

before, turning those good memories into memories that hurt so much. 



     It is said that “It is better to have loved and lost then never to have loved at 

all,” and I believe that. Grief is something we have a hard time understanding. 

Grief is a form of love, really. Some have called it a bittersweet feeling – both 

bitter over the loss of that someone else, and sweet that you have positive 

memories of that someone. The bittersweet feeling, bolstered by our five senses, 

can remind you of the mistakes you made in the relationship. And that’s what 

happened in today’s gospel lesson to Peter. 

     As our lesson begins Jesus had indeed just risen from the dead back in 

Jerusalem and had said He would appear before the disciples back in their old 

home turf of Galilee. So, there we find Peter and six other disciples going fishing. 

It was Peter’s idea. But that first night fishing brought them no fish. Suddenly 

someone on the shore called out to them, “Children, you have no fish, have you?” 

“No!” “Cast the net,” replied this unknown person, “to the right side of the boat, 

and you will find some.” They did as they were told and caught 153 fish all at one 

time. Then John, who sometimes was more intuitive than Peter, remarked that 

this stranger was Jesus, and Peter dived into the water and went to His Lord. Then 

comes verse nine, which simply says, “When they had gone ashore, they saw a 

charcoal fire there, with fish on it and bread.” Eventually Jesus gave them bread 

and fish to eat for breakfast. Then Jesus asked Peter three questions. 

    Here’s the thing. There’s only two times in the Bible where the Greek word 

“anthrakian” is mentioned – both in John. There’s THIS time by the Sea of Galilee, 

and then there’s three chapters earlier, when Peter was warming himself by 

ANOTHER charcoal fire; at that first fire he denied knowing Jesus three times. So, 

imagine being Peter there on the shore of the Sea of Galilee and smelling this 

charcoal fire and guess what it reminded him of: that’s right, it reminded Peter of 



the biggest failure of his life, denying that he knew Jesus three straight times. 

Recall that earlier, at the Last Supper, Peter had claimed, “Even though all the rest 

desert You, Jesus, I will not desert You.” He also told Jesus, “I will lay down my life 

for You.” And that’s when Jesus predicted that this boastful Peter would deny 

even knowing Him three times. 

     Back to the beach. There, smelling that charcoal, no doubt Peter is reminded of 

that memory, the worst memory of his life. And what does Jesus do? He lifts up 

His friend by asking Peter the same number of questions (three), and Jesus knows 

that THIS time Peter will not only answer correctly but, the old situation now 

thoroughly forgiven (stumbling block removed), Peter would from here on be 

empowered by the Holy Spirit as leader of the church. Jesus knows Peter will 

follow through this time and for the rest of his life. From here on, Peter will be 

active in building up the fellowship of all Christians. Peter will feed Christ’s lambs. 

Peter will feed Christ’s sheep. 

     You know, my good friend the gardener informs me that having good soil is 

perhaps the most important thing about the growing and “flowering out” of our 

faith. One thing I have read is this: “Fill flowerpots with great soil for great blooms 

and be assured that you have good nutrients in your garden beds! Without great 

soil,” we read, “plants will fail. Use high quality potting soil and then add even 

more nutrients to it.” It strikes me that an important part of being a Christian is to 

add nutrients to your life by taking some time to be with other Christians; you 

cannot be a Christian alone. Having other Christians in your life is like having good 

soil in your life.  Good soil helps a plant grow in the right way. Good friends help a 

Christian grow in the right way. We help keep each other centered in Christ, even 

as we grow and reach out to others around us. The fellowshipping Christian 



community enriches each other’s lives by way of the witness of the everyday lives 

of love we share together. 

     Jesus both chastised Peter by asking those three questions (“Do you love 

Me?”) and at the same time reinforced Christ’s earlier commissioning of Peter as 

the leader of the church. Sure, it was painful for Peter to endure being asked 

three times whether or not he loved Jesus. But now that Peter had affirmed his 

call, the bad smell of his failure was removed; now the smell of charcoal would be 

the smell of that seaside breakfast instead; now the smell of charcoal would be 

the smell of Peter’s return to responsibility. The other six were witnesses to it, 

that they may later remind their friend of his call. From now on these Christian 

friends would be his “good soil,” his community of support. That’s the power of 

true fellowship in the church; it is the power the Spirit grants us to be there for 

each other no matter what happens; the power to love each other 

unconditionally and believe in each other every week; the power, together, to be 

the Body of Christ that loves all the people around it. 

     For Paul, it was different. Peter was already IN a community and was being 

lifted back up by Jesus and BY that community; Paul, called Saul back then, is (in 

our lesson today) being introduced to real community, to true fellowship, after 

meeting Jesus on the Road to Damascus. Before this, Paul strove to be the best 

Pharisees, better than other Pharisees. He later admitted that he not only jailed 

Christians to “prove” he was the best, but in Acts 26:10 he said, “I not only locked 

up many of the saints in prison, but I also cast my vote against them when they 

were being condemned to death.” The soil Paul was growing in was poisoned;  

the group of Pharisees he was a part of was quite dysfunctional. What a shock 

those first few days in Damascus must have been for him. He must have had a 



hard time believing that these Christians he had been persecuting still loved him 

so much! That he would receive such kindness and true fellowship from his 

enemies! 

     When Paul came to Damascus, he was immediately put in the care of a 

Christian named Judas and his family. Ananias, whose fleshy side was fearful and 

didn’t want to follow Christ’s orders and go help Paul, was told by Jesus that Paul 

had already been given a vision that Ananias would visit Paul. Then Ananias, who 

knew well what a monster Paul had been, entered Paul’s room. “Brother Saul,” 

Ananias said (already calling him “brother!”), “the Lord Jesus, who appeared to 

you on your way here, has sent me so that you may regain your sight and be filled 

with the Holy Spirit.” Paul must have been amazed to receive both his sight AND 

the Holy Spirit. He must have been amazed to be given the opportunity right away 

to be baptized and be a part of the church. He must have been amazed to be 

given food and lodging by people he thought hated him. He must have been 

amazed that church leaders in Damascus allowed the persecutor Saul to 

immediately preach in the synagogues and churches there under his new 

Christian name, Paul. 

     But, you know, that’s the power of true fellowship in the Lord, a power full of 

God’s love and forgiveness and acceptance. That’s the power of one of the five 

purposes Christians have: the purpose of fellowshipping with one another. We 

know that dying plants, suddenly transferred to the vitality of good soil, thrive in 

their calling. A church grows based on the fellowship that radiates from the Spirit; 

it is a fellowship based on all being equal in God’s sight; it is fellowship based on 

the truth that God calls upon all people to be of use to Him. The risen Jesus told 

Ananias why Paul was converted. Jesus told him that Paul “is an instrument whom 



I have chosen to bring My Name before Gentiles and kings and before the people 

of Israel.” 

     We are not eloquent like Paul. Yet each of us in our own way is called, like Paul 

was, “to be an instrument to bring the Name and Way of Jesus” to everyone we 

meet. Jesus forgives us like He forgave Peter, so that we may be an instrument in 

His hands. Jesus makes us totally new, like Paul, that we may be an instrument in 

His hands. Jesus plants us in good soil, as He said in the parable, that we may 

produce a crop of people growing in faith and life because of us – “some thirty, 

some sixty, some a hundred times” will be “sown” in us!  It's being part of the 

Body of Christ that sustains us. It’s being part of this fellowship that sustains us. It 

is deepening old relationships and starting new ones that sustains us. We can 

never do this alone!  

     Let us continue to strive for a deeper fellowship with each other, that we may 

all grow in Christ. As Paul wrote, “So then you are no longer strangers and aliens 

to each other but are members of the household of God…as together we all grow 

into a holy temple in the Lord.” “Speaking the truth in love,” he added, “we must 

grow up in every way into Him who is the head, into Christ, from whom the whole 

body, joined and knit together, each part working properly, promotes the Body of 

Christ’s growth as it builds itself up THROUGH LOVE.” Through love, together. 

Amen! 


