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“Unstuck”  John 21    Easter IIIc   voskuil@second 

 

 

When I do premarital counseling, I tell couples to seek some professional help when 

stuck or struggling in their relationship. 

It is hard to “unstuck” oneself and maybe even harder to do so as a couple or family 

system. 

Gretchen and I have especially needed help when working through our grief from 

pregnancy losses as well as whenever we’ve eyed vocational change. 

I’m not eyeing vocational change, though if the Patriots need a new coach anytime 

soon, I may need to throw my hat and collar in the ring; nor are we anticipating 

pregnancy related issues. 

 And yet it felt right in the fall to begin some personal counseling. 

In many ways, I try to practice what I preach in proactively working on my own 

emotional and spiritual health.   

This therapy has gone well, though I was somewhat jolted by an article my therapist 

recently gave me on men in the second half of life. 

If I wasn’t already hitting a midlife crisis, this article may have pushed me in that 

direction. 

Second half of my life?   

I didn’t know that the first half had already ended. 

There are some benefits: AARP discounts and better parking spots; cheaper coffee at 

McDonald's; fewer people to race against at the Riverbank Run. 

According to the actual article by David Powell, men spend their younger years striving 

and pursuing success while often struggling with what matters in the later years. 

Using the language of midlife crisis, the author would suggest that many men try and fill 

this void with vain and vacuous efforts: 

An affair. 

An addiction. 

New overpriced toys. 

Unharnessed anger. 

A disconnection from life and loved ones. 

A swallowness spiraling towards nothingness. 

We can, in very real ways, try and run away from our own fears and pain; our own 

unfulfilled expectations for life and love. 

Most men, he writes, cannot see past this crisis until something dramatic or traumatic 

happens to open one’s eyes and heart to change. 

--A marriage may crumble 

--A nose may break. 

--A job may end. 

--A grief may overwhelm. 
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Of course, it may even take Jesus to confront us on a beach, like he did with Peter on 

that day in which Peter’s own eyes were reopened and heart was reawakened. 

If you will, please return to the text. 

According to John’s account, this is the third time that Jesus had appeared to the 

disciples after the resurrection. 

In this story, Jesus not only helps them catch fish, but he also puts on his Wolfgang 

Puck hat and broiled the fish for them. 

The entire story is littered with connections and allusions to previous stories: 

--Peter’s nakedness is not so different from pre-fall Adam and Eve. 

--Christ’s sharing the bread and fish is similar to the feeding of the thousands and the 

upper room meal before his crucifixion. 

--Even Christ’s threefold confrontation of Peter paralleled Peter’s threefold denial just 

weeks earlier. 

Many scholars consider this Peter’s rehabilitation from past mistakes-- Christ’s way of 

redeeming the rock after he sank so quickly when the going got tough. 

Do you love me?  “Yes, Lord,  you know that I love you.” 

Simon, son of John, do you love me?  “Yes, Lord, I love you.” 

A third time: Simon, son of John, do you love me?   

This time, scripture tells us that Peter is hurt that Jesus needed to ask. 

The greek word is closer to sorrow. 

Peter is cut to the heart that Jesus needed to keep asking. 

He is offended. 

Saddened. 

Grieved. 

It hurts to be called out. 

It hurts to swallow needed honesty. 

It hurts to be humbled. 

Yes, Lord, I love you more than the bursting nets and the broiled fish. 

I love you for who you are and where you are taking us. 

I love you more than trying to protect my own skin like I did before. 

David Powell talks about the second half of one’s life being an opportunity to grow in 

spiritual depth and wisdom since one often realizes that few things are really worth 

living and dying for. 

--Toys rust. 

--Affairs grow old. 

--Anger and bitterness only fuel self-destruction. 

--Selfishness only fuels loneliness and greater disconnection. 

--Running away from ourselves only takes us further and further away from health and 

vitality. 



3 

Here are Powell’s  words: “The language of change for men in the second half of life is 

of descent, letting go, moving into a deeper relationship with something or someone 

greater than oneself.  Change and healing for men is about learning to deal with pain.” 

Do you love me?  “Yes, Lord, I really do love you.” 

Then feed my sheep. 

Tend my sheep. 

Feed my sheep. 

What Jesus offers Peter in that hard honesty is also offered to us. 

+Purpose and meaning are found in letting go and descending deeper into this 

relationship with God. 

+Joy and fulfillment are found in confronting instead of avoiding our own fears and pain. 

+Peace and direction are found in feeding Christ’s sheep- of going where he went- 

loving those whom he loves. 

Jesus is telling us that we cannot really love him while also dictating the terms of the 

relationship. 

Nor can we claim his love if we aren’t willing to share such love with others. 

It’s one thing to talk about such love, but is much different to dive into the trenches with 

Jesus in extending such love. 

Verse 18. 

This is Jesus talking to Peter. 

When you were younger, you used to fasten your own belt and go wherever you 

wished, but when you grow older, someone will use your very belt as handcuffs and 

take you where you do not wish to go. 

Letting go and moving into deeper relationship with something greater than ourselves 

entails the very real possibility of joining Peter where he ultimately went. 

Tradition has it that he eventually died hanging upside down on a cross. 

Most of us will never die,upside down on a cross. 

Thankfully so, I may add. 

But, at the very least, living for Christ and for what Christ loves entails a very different 

way of looking at life, itself. 

Instead of abusing it, we instead look to steward every last drop of life. 

Instead of hoarding it, we instead find every possible way of helping others take delight 

in it. 

Instead of fearing it, we instead embrace life’s challenges as if Jesus really has risen 

from the dead. 

Sure, it might hurt when we are confronted with some truth. 

That we are selfish. 

That we are greedy. 

That we’ve allowed fear too much power in our life. 

That we’ve turned to false gods and idols. 
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That we’ve been too shallow and self-focused. 

That we’ve tried to control God or domesticate the gospel. 

That we’ve struggled in the past with denial or doubt or locking doors to upper rooms. 

Honesty hurts. 

Confronting our fears involves hard work. 

Being confronted with God’s love can sting. 

But such honesty and confrontation can also be our very means of rehabilitation 

and renewal. 

Peter was hurt but grew from such a moment. 

He went from sinking rock to the foundation for the church’s initial servant leadership. 

He went from running away from engaging his fears. 

He went from avoiding risk to surrendering it all. 

He went from immaturity to spiritual growth; from trying to control his future to allowing 

God to dictate the terms. 

He went from living to save his own skin to living to share his true hope. 

He went from striving for and pursuing his own success to living and dying for the 

fulfillment of God’s kingdom.  

Feed my sheep, Jesus instructed. 

Tend my sheep. 

Love my sheep. 

Follow me. 

Which is exactly what Simon Peter did; what we, also, can do, when we let go and focus 

on what and who matters beyond ourselves. 

We don’t even need to wait until the second half of life to do so. 

 

Let us pray. 

 

 

 


