In the movie Forrest Gump, a woman named Jenny becomes Forrest's close friend.  They meet for the first time on the school bus, when they are both children.  Jenny notices that something about Forrest is different and she asks him, “Are you stupid or something?”  Forrest answers, “Mama says, 'Stupid is as stupid does.'”  Jenny holds out her hand and says, “I'm Jenny.”  Forrest shakes her hand and replies, “I'm Forrest.  Forrest Gump,” and so the friendship is born.  As the movie goes on to prove, we all have things about us that are different and Forrest Gump is not stupid at all.  He turns out to be a virtuous man who treats other people fairly and who has some remarkable friendships with those he meets throughout his life.  Forrest's mother wanted him to know that though some people might do otherwise, kind people would judge him by his actions and not his IQ.  His mother's saying is reminiscent of the long-time southern ones, “Pretty is as pretty does,” and “Handsome is as handsome does.”  Those phrases really zero in on the idea that no matter what we appear to be on the outside, what is truly important is how we treat one another.  

“Love is as love does.”  I think that is God's version of Mrs. Gump's proclamation.  God knows that while we might be pious and churchy on the outside, our actions show what we are really made of.  Those who appear to be self-righteous and God-fearing often turn out to be holier-than-thou in a way that is not at all pretty and is quite, well, stupid.  Others who no one expects much of anything of can be the most gracious vessels of God's love.  God's ongoing question to us seems to be, “Will you believe in God's goodness and will you allow it to flow out of you in acts of grace and mercy?”  The best thing about this question is it isn't a one-and-done kind of deal.  God is constantly returning to give us a chance to learn from our mistakes and to live our lives differently.  The two men in our lessons this morning are great examples of that.  In a delightful passage from John, Jesus appears to his disciples a third time, this time by a lake.  It makes sense that Jesus would find them there; the men are fishermen and, with Jesus gone, they have to get back to the work they did before Jesus called them.  Again, the disciples do not recognize Jesus, which we shouldn't be too quick to criticize because sometimes Jesus is quite difficult to recognize.  Anyway, the men have been out all night and they haven't caught any fish.  The stranger tells them what to do and they do that and then catch so many fish they can't haul in the nets.  When one of the disciples recognizes Jesus and what he has done for them, he shouts out, “It is the Lord!”  We don't know why Peter does what he does next, but I think he was afraid to meet Jesus face to face.  So, Peter, who for some reason was naked on the shore, puts on his clothes and jumps in the water.  He must not get too far, because he is in the group later fed by Jesus with the fish the men have caught.  

After they eat, Jesus asks Simon Peter, “Simon, Son of John, do you love me?”  Jesus asks Peter this three times, perhaps to make his point or maybe to give Peter a chance to make up for the three times he denied knowing Jesus.   After Peter answers in the affirmative three times, Jesus shows him and us what living in Jesus' love is all about.  When we say we love Jesus, this is what Jesus would have us do:  Feed his sheep.  Jesus' love is all about flow; Jesus loves us so we love others.  And we love them in a hands-on way, by feeding them, clothing them, sheltering them, listening to them, accepting them for who they are.  The story of Peter is one of forgiveness and hope.  Peter, too embarassed by his own behavior to face Jesus, is forgiven and given another chance to be Jesus' disciple.  Not even his three betrayals when Jesus needed him the most sentence Peter to what he deserves.  Jesus still loves him and still has plans for him to share that love.  That, for me and maybe for you, is a wonderful sign of Christ's grace.

Then comes Paul, who is kind of like Peter on steroids.  Saul, as he was first known, doesn't do anything quietly.  He is not just a persecuter of Christians, he's the meanest and his tallies of torture and death are the highest.  He sees a good bounty to come out of  Damascus, so he writes to the synagogues there, to see if the leaders will give him some names of Jesus-followers, so he can go there, tie them up and take them back to Jerusalem.  Saul sees a tidy paycheck coming out of this particular work trip.  Saul is a bad guy and he's proud of it.  So who would ever think of him having this wild conversion experience on his way to Damascus?  True to Saul's character, it's pretty spectacular.  A bright light flashes all around him and blinds him.  He gets knocked to the ground and hears a disembodied voice calling, “Why are you persecuting me?”  Saul has to be led into town, where he doesn't eat or drink anything for three days.  Then Jesus sends someone who is scared to death of Saul to convey Jesus healing power.  Ananias must fear for his life when he enters the house where Saul is staying and places his hands on the man he most fears.  Saul-now-Paul regains his sight, is baptized, eats, gains back his strength and starts preaching about Jesus, not in the start-up Christian churches, but right in the middle of the synagogue!  

I hope the stories of Peter and Paul are more than interesting accounts of what Jesus did for those men.  For I believe the stories were written down to show us the enormity of Jesus' forgiveness and grace, to let us know that whatever we do to deny Jesus, no matter how far we travel to get away from Jesus, no matter how half-heartedly we serve him, Jesus has the power to change all of it.  For the one through whom God's love flows has chosen us to look straight in the eyes of that love, to allow it to warm our cold hearts and to share it as 2016-model disciples.  

When I was a child, there was a whole list of words, a list curated by my father, that my brother and I weren't allowed to say.  One of those words was “stupid.”  It's sometimes hard for me to say the word, but because of the truth told to Forrest Gump by his mother, I will say it here:  Stupid is as stupid does.   But if we were to get stuck on the stupid in our world, we might be paralyzed by depression.  So when we leave here today, let us remember this lesson, shared by Jesus with this sometimes stupid disciples, “Love is as love does.”  End of story, but really just the beginning.

Amen.
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