Jesus is Our Identity
What defines your Identity? Often times our identities are defined by our parents and teachers, people who have some influence on us and the development of our personalities. Who teaches you? Whose disciple are you? Be honest about it. When you are learning to live who are you looking at, who is your life hero? 
One thing is for sure: you are somebody’s disciple. You learned how to live from somebody else. There are no exceptions to this rule, because human beings are just the kind of creatures that have to learn and keep learning from others how to live. If you take a child and isolate it from human contact what will they become. There have been case studies of children who are lost and grow up in the wild with animals, and what they find is that they become animals. They will certainly not have any “life skills” as we have come to know them. That is because the way we live, the way we think, the ways we act, the ways we speak are learned behaviors. We learn them from the people who have influence over us and who we look too for life direction. 
We have often been taught that we are masters of ourselves and we don’t learn from anybody. We are our own person, we make up our own minds. But we wouldn’t think that way unless we were taught to; so it turns out to be just plain false. You follow someone, whether you think you do or not. And that affects your identity. Make no mistake; you can change by taking on a new mentor or teacher and putting some effort into learning new ways of living. But you need someone. The hard work in this is that we first have to know who we are following and what it is that they have taught us about life, because until we have come to grips with that we will never change.
An example of this from my own life is my driving. When Sue and I were first married she complained all the time about my driving. I drove too fast, passed people all the time and couldn’t stand to have someone in front of me. I was always driving a little frenzied. She complained about it so much that I had to begin to think about why I was doing that. Well, I learned to drive from my dad. No joke! And my dad learned to drive from his father. I remember when this hit home for me. I was talking to one of my cousins at my Grandfather’s funeral about different things we would remember about Grandpa. One of them was that he was a fiercely aggressive driver even in his old age. I was told that in the last several years that he was driving that he got into 7 or 8 different accidents. Most of them were caused because he was aggressive but his reflexes were not what they used to be. I remember riding with him in his younger days and thinking he was scary to ride with even then. He could not change the way he drove. He taught his sons and they all taught their children to drive the same way. 
When this finally hit home I remember thinking, you know, I don’t need to drive this way. I made a conscious effort to slow down and pay more attention to things around me and not be in such a hurry. 
We are all taught by someone. We are all disciples of someone. The key in life is to decide, to make a real conscious decision, who we are going to follow. 
Our scripture lesson today is really a picture of one person making the transition from following one path to following another in life. Peter is moving from being a disciple of the Jewish religion to being a fully devoted follower of Jesus. Peter and several other disciples were together sometime after Jesus was raised from the dead. They had spoken with him and walked with him but they were still unsure where they were going and if they were going to take on this new life that Jesus had offered them. In Peter’s case, as with most of the other disciples, there was a lot of guilt involved. He was wondering if he was good enough to make the cut since he had betrayed Jesus and run away. He had said he was a follower but in the end he had proven by his actions that he wasn’t. This is a very confusing time for Peter and when we all find ourselves in confusing situations what happens generally is that we revert back to what we know and what is safe. So Peter goes back to fishing. Fishing is what he had been taught as a child, all of his mentors to this point in his life had been fishermen. It was something that he knew and understood and could really get his head around. So he went fishing.
But then Jesus came and stood on the shore and asked them how their fishing was going, but they didn’t recognize him. They hadn’t caught anything all night. He told them, “"Throw your net on the right side of the boat and you will find some." So they did that and the net was filled to overflowing. The text says they caught 153 fish. At that point one of the disciples said to Peter, It’s the Lord. So Peter grabbed his clothes, dove out of the boat and swam to shore. This really demonstrates Peter’s struggle to follow Jesus. He knows who he has learned from all his life and he is trying to change. But he reverted back when it looked like Jesus was gone. So when Jesus is present with him he is ready to follow him again and try to live in a new reality. Jesus invites the disciples to breakfast and then calls Peter aside.
[bookmark: 16][bookmark: 17][bookmark: 18]The conversation that follows is one that many of you have heard before. "Simon son of John, do you truly love me more than these?" "Yes, Lord," he said, "you know that I love you." Jesus said, "Feed my lambs." Again Jesus said, "Simon son of John, do you truly love me?" He answered, "Yes, Lord, you know that I love you." Jesus said, "Take care of my sheep." The third time he said to him, "Simon son of John, do you love me?" Peter was hurt because Jesus asked him the third time, "Do you love me?" He said, "Lord, you know all things; you know that I love you." Jesus said, "Feed my sheep. Then he said to him, "Follow me!" 
At Jesus’ crucifixion Peter had denied that he was a follower of Jesus three times. In this conversation Jesus asks Peter three times if he really loves him and is willing to follow him. With Jesus’ death Peter now recognizes that following Jesus could be costly. It will not be easy or straight forward; there will always be new complexities and difficult decisions to make. Later in his ministry Peter would be criticized by Paul for first inviting gentiles to become followers of Jesus and then insisting Jews and gentiles eat at separate tables. Peter was reverting to what he knew and struggled to let go of that in order to be transformed by Christ.
Author and Anglican priest N. T. Wright says this about discipleship in his book The Challenge of Jesus. “The way to Christian growth is often to allow oneself to be puzzled and startled by new apparent complexity … Is it, after all, Jesus we want to discover and follow, or would we prefer an idol of our own making?”
Following Jesus would not be just a matter of going to church once a week and following a few rules. Being a disciple of Jesus was about fundamentally changing his identity. It was about changing who he was as a person, into something that Jesus would be able to endorse. 
And that is the truth for us as well. The first move of discipleship is to understand who you have been following, who has taught you and mentored you and deciding that at this point in your life you are going to change. You begin to look to a new mentor, Jesus, to give you direction. And it is not easy to let go of 
Zac Levi, the star of the NBC spy comedy Chuck has struggled with this transformation especially as he operates in the Hollywood environment. In the Show he plays an average guy whose life gets turned upside-down when he is recruited to be a government spy. He says that the character he plays and his real life struggle parallel just a little bit. In an interview with Relevent Magazine in January of this year he had this to say about his faith. "Just as Chuck was struggling through the newfound world of spydom, I was struggling with a newfound world of celebrity." But despite his near-celebrity status and the unique pressures and temptations that come with life in Hollywood, Chuck's alter-ego is grounded in his faith, family, and an intimate church community.
The key, Levi says, is to remain sensitive to the Holy Spirit in whatever you say and do. "If you're someone who puts their faith in Jesus, then trust him to lead. To me, it's not rocket science. Go about your day putting your faith in God and standing on truth. It's pretty easy: are you a jerk or not? Are you doing things to benefit you or others? Are you available to be part of the solution and not the problem? Walk in love and that opens some doors of dialogue. How about just starting to talk and see where it goes? "
What makes this more simple for him is that he has his identity grounded in Christ not in himself or his image in Hollywood. He is making the transition. Is it easy? I would guess that it is not that hard once you decide who you are going to be. He has made a conscious choice. 
After you have determined who you are following the second move is to make the transition from being an admirer of Jesus to someone who is really a disciple. Danish philosopher and theologian Søren Kierkegaard has this to say about the difference between admirers and followers. “If you have any knowledge at all of human nature, you know that those who only admire the truth will, when danger appears, become traitors. The admirer is infatuated with the false security of greatness; but if there is any inconvenience or trouble, he pulls back. Admiring the truth, instead of following it, is just as dubious a fire as the fire of erotic love, which at the turn of the hand can be changed into exactly the opposite—to hate, jealousy, and revenge. Christ, however, never asked for admirers, worshipers, or adherents. He consistently spoke of "followers" and "disciples."”
The call of Christ is that we would become not just his admirers but that we would become his followers. That is why often times I don’t even like to use the word Christian, because I think that a person can be a Christian and not be a Christ follower. A Christian these days is often defined as someone who attends a church, an admirer of Jesus. But a Christ follower is someone who has come to grips with who they have been learning from and have decided to learn from Jesus himself. Many Christians read the Bible on a regular basis and know the rules, but a Christ follower reads the Bible looking for clues to how they are to live and act and talk in any given situation.  They read the Bible in order to change who they are, not to argue about context and history. 
[bookmark: 10]As Christians, as Christ followers our identity is wrapped up in Jesus. Without him we have no identity that is distinct from the world. As Peter says to the churches in Asia Minor, 1 Peter 2:9-10 “But you are a chosen people, a royal priesthood, a holy nation, a people belonging to God, that you may declare the praises of him who called you out of darkness into his wonderful light. Once you were not a people, but now you are the people of God.” 
So I we will end this series where we started. What is your identity? Who teaches you? Are you are person who has faith in Jesus? Do you know that God is present at all times? Are you a person who is taking on the work of God in the world, because you are his disicple? Do you believe that God cares about your needs? Do you recognizing that Jesus is the light of the world? Are you in tune with the power we have in Jesus to look beyond the grave, to life with God in eternity? 
The questions that Jesus asks Peter in our scripture lesson today are the questions that he asks each one who begins to follow him. Today Jesus is asking you ______________ do you love me? And if you answer yes he will give you a command to do something for his plan in the world. Feed my sheep, tend my flock, follow me.
There was a first grade teacher who told of an interaction she had with one of her students on the first day of school. Accustomed to going home at noon in kindergarten, Ryan was getting his things ready to leave for home when he was actually supposed to be heading to lunch with the rest of the class. The teacher asked him what he was doing. "I'm going home," he replied. She tried to explain that, now that he is in the first grade, he would have a longer school day. "You'll go eat lunch now," she said, "and then you'll come back to the room and do some more work before you go home." Ryan looked up at her in disbelief, hoping she was kidding. Convinced of her seriousness, Ryan then put his hands on his hips and demanded, "Who on earth signed me up for this program?"
As Christ followers, it's easy to feel a little like Ryan when we consider the Christian life. It is not easy to follow anyone—"Surely the Lord doesn't expect me to forgive;" "Surely he doesn't want me to turn the other cheek when someone hurts me;" "What does he mean, 'take up my cross'?" It isn't long before you want to say, "Who on earth signed me up for this program?" The truth is that we control our own identity. We chose who we will follow. Who will you follow today, who will you become?
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