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John 21:1-19 
1After these things Jesus showed himself again to the disciples by the Sea 

of Tiberias; and he showed himself in this way. 2Gathering there together were 
Simon Peter, Thomas called the Twin, Nathanael of Cana in Galilee, the sons of 
Zebedee and two others of his disciples. 3Simon Peter said to them, “I am going 
fishing.” They said to him, “We will go with you.” They went out and got into the 
boat, but that night they caught nothing. 
 4Just after daybreak, Jesus stood on the beach; but the disciples did not 
know that it was Jesus. 5Jesus said to them, “Children, you have no fish have 
you?” They answered him, “No.” 6He said to them, “Cast the net to the right side 
of the boat and you will find some.” So they cast it, and now they were not able to 
haul it in because there were so many fish. 7That disciple that Jesus loved said 
to Peter, “It is the Lord!” When Peter heard that it was the Lord, he put on some 
clothes, for he was naked, and jumped into the sea. 8But the other disciples came 
in the boat, dragging their net full of fish, for they were not far from the land, 
only about a hundred yards off. 
 9When they had gone ashore, they saw a charcoal fire there, with fish on it, 
and bread. 10Jesus said to them, “Bring some of the fish that you just caught.” 
11So Peter went aboard and hauled the net ashore, full of large fish, a hundred 
fifty-three of them; and though there were so many, the net was not torn. 12Jesus 
said to them, “Come and have breakfast.” Now none of the disciples dared to ask 
him, “Who are you?” because they knew it was the Lord. 13Jesus came and took 
the bread and gave it to them, and did the same with the fish. 14This was now 
the third time that Jesus appeared to the disciples after he was raised from the 
dead. 
 15When they had finished breakfast, Jesus said to Simon Peter, “Simon son 
of John, do you love me more than these?” He said to him, “Yes, Lord; you know 
that I love you.” Jesus said to him, “Feed my lambs.” 16A second time he said to 
him, “Simon son of John, do you love me?” He said to him, “Yes, Lord; you know 
that I love you.” Jesus said, “Tend my sheep.” 17He said to him a third time, 
“Simon son of John, do you love me?” Peter felt hurt because he said to him a 
third time, “Do you love me?” And he said to him, “Lord, you know everything; 
you know that I love you.” Jesus said to him, “Feed my sheep. 18Very truly, I tell 
you, when you were younger, you used to fasten your own belt and to go 
wherever you wished. But when you grow old, you will stretch out your hands, 
and someone else will fasten a belt around you and take you where you do not 
wish to go.” 19(He said this to indicate the kind of death by which he would 
glorify God.) After this he said to him, “Follow me.” 
  



 

 It was a Friday morning like any other Friday morning. Rev. Schwerin was 

presumably enjoying his Sabbath with a cup of coffee and a good book. Diane, 

the Office Administrator, was running the Sunday bulletins and I was in my 

office trying to check things off the to-do list from the last week while the office 

was quiet. As was becoming increasingly more common in those days, Diane 

came to my office to say that there was someone there asking to speak to “The 

Pastor.” So, I walked out of the office and into the hallway, stuck out my hand, 

and introduced myself to the young man sitting there. “No,” he said, “I want to 

talk to the pastor.” “I’m one of the pastors here,” I replied. “No! No, you’re not.” 

“Well, actually, I am. Is there something I can help you with?” “No. I need to talk 

to the pastor and you are not the pastor. You are the secretary.”   

“Nooo. I’m not the secretary. I’m Pastor Kris, one of the pastors here. 

Maybe you’ve spoken with Pastor Dan before? He’s not here, but I’d be happy to 

talk with you if you’d like.” “You can’t be the pastor. Women can’t be pastors. I 

know that you’re the secretary,” the young man emphatically stated. And, by 

this point, all I could think was, “For crying out loud, dude, I know you’re going 

to ask for money … don’t you think it would behoove you to play nice?!”   

 Eventually, James agreed to talk to me, but after the rocky start, the 

conversation didn’t improve a great deal. Unfortunately, we didn’t have any 

money in the parish emergency fund to help him out … which, in his mind, only 

verified the fact that I couldn’t be a pastor. He left upset, feeling played and 

betrayed by the “secretary” and I went back to my office upset and frustrated by 

his close-mindedness. We didn’t pray together as I usually do after talking with 

someone who comes looking for a pastor. And, I didn’t feel very pastoral. I can 

tell you, it wasn’t one of my shining moments. If we, as Christians, are to 

recognize Christ in others and love them, then this was one of my “Peter-around-

the-fire-on-Maundy-Thursday-moments.” You know the story, during his last 

meal with the disciples Jesus tells Peter that before the rooster crows again, he 

will deny Jesus three times. Peter says, “No, never!” and then that very night, 



 

after Jesus has been arrested, the disciples scatter and Peter finds himself 

standing around a fire with a bunch of people. Someone asks him, “Aren’t you 

one of his followers?” “No, not me,” Peter says. A second person asks, “Hey, didn’t 

I see you with him earlier?” “You must have the wrong guy,” Peter answers.  

Then a third, “I know I saw you with him!” “Nope, I don’t know the man,” Peter 

declares. And the rooster crowed and Peter realizes what he has done and he 

weeps. That is the story we need to remember as the precursor to today’s 

scripture lesson.   

 Peter denies Jesus three times and realizes he has betrayed his friend, his 

mentor, his leader. The next day, Jesus is killed and the disciples go into hiding 

to grieve and avoid the same fate. Three days later, Peter and the others find 

that the tomb is empty and they receive the news that Jesus has risen from the 

dead. The Risen Christ then appears to the disciples in a locked room once, and 

then a week later, a second time. Some of the disciples have now returned to 

their pre-Jesus lives, probably needing some time and emotional space to process 

everything they had just experienced. Five of them are standing around together 

and Peter announces, “I’m going fishing.” The others decide to tag along and they 

spend the night fishing, but catching nothing.   

 In the morning, they pull into shore and Jesus shows up … but they still 

don’t recognize him. He tells them to go back out, throw their nets over the other 

side of the boat and they catch so many fish they can’t even haul them all in.  

When they see the fish multiplied (sounds like another story we’ve heard 

before!), they recognize that the strange guy on shore is actually Jesus, back 

from the dead to hang out with them for the third time.   

 Peter jumps into the water, not willing to wait for the rest of them to row 

the boat into shore, and greets Jesus. But the account on the shore seems … odd, 

even a little awkward. We aren’t told about a celebration. Jesus has bread 

waiting and fish of his own cooking on the fire.  He asks for more fish and they 

bring him a net full of one hundred and fifty-three fish … but, who’s counting?!  



 

Jesus invites them all to have breakfast. No one says anything. Jesus passes out 

the fish and bread without comment. Weird, right?! 

 I mean, weird except for the message that even when things are awkward, 

even when we’re caught up in our work, even when we don’t recognize him, 

Jesus shows up, calls to us and feeds us; which is pretty much the message of the 

Communion meal that we’ll share together this morning.   

 The second part of today’s lectionary text is also a bit awkward. “Hey 

Peter,” Jesus calls, “do you love me?” “Yes, Lord, you know that I love you,” Peter 

replies. “Great, feed my lambs.” “Hey Peter,” Jesus says again, “do you love me?” 

“Yes, you know that I love you,” Peter says again. “Good, take care of my flock.”  

“Hey Peter,” Jesus inquires a third time, “do you love me?” The text tells us flat 

out, “Peter felt hurt because he said to him the third time, ‘do you love me?’”  

And Peter replies, even more forcefully, “Lord, you know everything; you know 

that I love you.”   

 Maybe Peter had his feelings hurt, but it’s only because he hasn’t yet 

realized that Jesus has just given him the opportunity … the grace … to repent 

of his denial of Jesus by his declaration of love … not once, not twice, but three 

times. Today’s story is a reminder to us that far more important than Peter’s 

denials is the grace of Christ; the divine willingness to show up and engage with, 

and even entrust the future ministry of the church, to someone whose life so far 

has been marked by a less than perfect record.   

 It might be tempting to think that we would never be so obtuse as to not 

recognize Jesus in our midst or that we would never be as slow to recognize his 

presence as the disciples in the boat, or that we would never deny Jesus in such 

blatant fashion, but I know that it can happen to me because it has happened 

before. So, James left that first meeting we had in the church hallway and I went 

back to my office. Somehow, in the very start of the conversation between a 

faithful, yet down-on-his-luck guy and a confident-yet-frantically-busy gal, there 



 

was a disconnect; a disconnect that pushed us not to see one another clearly, nor 

to speak to one another with the compassion that was required of us.   

 A few weeks later, James returned, and I was the only pastor available to 

talk to him that day. I could see his disappointment when I walked out of the 

office, and to be honest, I wasn’t really looking forward to another conversation 

with him, but I sat down next to him on the pew in the hallway and asked him 

how he was doing. As it turned out, he was looking for jobs and he had plenty of 

leads, but he needed a couple of classes; medication administration, fall 

procedures, and general first aid training. He had lined up ½ of the first class fee 

but was coming up short for the other portion of it. That day, we had a little 

money in the parish emergency fund and were able to write a check directly to 

the school to cover the remaining fee. James was grateful and we prayed 

together before he left … that the class would be a new beginning, that he would 

learn what he needed to get a job, that he would have the inner strength needed 

to study hard and to ask all the questions he had in his mind. And, we prayed 

that his study would lessen his anxiety about the future. As he walked out the 

door, I hoped he that he would be able to follow through, but I knew that with all 

the chaos in his life, it would be a tremendous challenge.   

 I hadn’t thought about James at all when a couple weeks later, Diane came 

into my office and said, “James is here. He asked to talk to you.” When I walked 

out of my office I could see him sitting there with a grin as wide as his face, 

holding up a “Certificate of Completion” for me to see. I was so excited for him!  

Not only had he finished, but he had finished with flying colors and you could 

tell that he was proud.  “This is the first thing I’ve ever finished,” he said with a 

smile as he shook his head back and forth as if he was still trying to believe it 

himself. We were both proud … so proud that we had to show his certificate to 

all the staff members who were in the building that day! In two weeks he had 

finished his first course, received a scholarship for the second, and lined up 

funding for the third and part of the fourth. All he needed was another $50 and 



 

he would be employable in any of the nursing facilities that he had talked with 

and I could see that his list of contacts was long.   

 As I took the class registration form from him to make a copy so that we 

could write a check for the remainder of that last class, he handed me his 

Certificate of Completion and said, “Here Ms. Kris, you can make a copy of this, 

too. We did it!” After we had prayed together, just as he was ready to leave, 

James turned to me, wrapped me in a bear hg and said, “I’m sorry for how I 

talked to you that first time we met.” “It’s okay, James. I forgive you. I’m sorry I 

was not and an easy person to talk to that day.” “I was just so frustrated,” he 

said. “I know, but I see a very different James today,” I replied, “One that is 

strong and determined, less anxious and more peaceful, one who sees the way 

forward.” “One who has a future,” he said. I nodded my head and he finished, 

“Thank God for second chances!” “And sometimes third and fourth ones, too,” I 

added.   

 James is doing well all these years later. Last month he regained custody 

of his daughter and the following day he brought her to the office so I could meet 

her. Well, and to see if we could help him with a few groceries and a Target gift 

card to pick up some of the necessities for a household that suddenly went from a 

single guy to a dad with a 7 year old. This past Friday he asked for a bit of help 

with rent to make ends meet as they adjust to a new reality in their household.  

But overall, he’s strong and working hard, and doing his best to make the lives of 

others better as they live in nursing care in Wauwatosa.   

 I don’t doubt that the disciples had a hard time recognizing their friend, 

standing right before them, because when James walked in last month, it took 

me a bit to recognize this guy with dreadlocks and a daughter. In the end, I 

believe that God offers the Peter in each of us, over and over and over again, yet 

another opportunity to recognize and encounter Christ in our daily lives.  Thank 

God for the patience and grace that allows that to be true so that our denials of 

Christ can be somehow redeemed by our loving encounters with God in the 



 

hungry, the poor, the marginalized. “Do you love me?” Jesus asks. Then feed my 

sheep … and their lambs. Do you love me? Then, clothe my children. House my 

people and welcome them in. Befriend my socially awkward ones, be patient with 

my overly opinionated ones, be gentle with my timid ones and those that are 

grieving. Do you love me? Then, love them like you would me. Amen.   


