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Today’s gospel tells of the surprise barbecue breakfast, and it concludes with the Risen Jesus’ 

threefold questioning of Peter – an act that is perhaps meant to both balance and reverse Peter’s three 

denials at the time of Jesus’ arrest.  Peter and six other disciples have returned to the lakeside in 

Galilee, to the place where Jesus had first called them to be “fishers of men.”  Peter, the fisherman, 

appears to see no reason to go forward and instead has decided to go back to his previous life, and 

the others join him for a night of fishing.  Despite their efforts, by daybreak they have caught nothing, 

when a man on the shore, whom they don’t recognize, calls to them and suggests that they try casting 

their nets on the other side of the boat. 

I’ve stood on the traditional site of this meal on the shore of Galilee, and we needn’t look for 

anything miraculous here.  From his perspective on land, it might well have been possible to see a 

school of fish, not visible to those in the boat.  But then a huge catch ensues, and struck perhaps by 

the enormity of it, the disciple who had gone with Peter to the empty tomb suddenly proclaims, “It is 

the Lord.” Impulsive Peter cannot wait for the catch to be hauled in, and so he jumps into the water, 

swimming frantically to Jesus. 

The scene is wonderfully described: a fire has been prepared, fish and bread are ready to be 

served, and Jesus even asks for a bit of their catch, typical of his way of always putting to us what we 

have, no matter how meager or much.  One might consider that the huge catch of fish which didn’t 

break the net (and thus none was lost) as something miraculous.  But this story, like every 

resurrection account in all four gospels, is most noteworthy for its dramatic understatement.  Jesus 

appearance is really remarkable for its ordinariness. 

    Some churches these days feel the need to heighten the drama of the resurrection.  I once read 

of a congregation putting on an Easter pageant that began with what looked like the corpse of Jesus 

lying in a tomb.  As the congregation watched, suddenly little white Christmas tree lights began to 

blink up and down along the length of the body.  Then a trap door opened and the body of Jesus 

disappeared.  The actor who portrayed Jesus then reappeared high above the stage surrounded by 

wisps of cloud.  And as the congregation rose to its feet and cheered, the choir chimed in with a 

rather jazzed-up version of Handel’s Hallelujah Chorus. 

 Well that’s not what we see in the gospels.  As Frederick Buechner once put it, the evangelists 

get to the climax of their stories “only to whisper:” Jesus, breaking bread at a meal in Emmaus after a 

long walk with two weary and discouraged followers; Jesus simply offering breakfast on a lake shore.  

No trumpets, no flashing lights, but instead quiet conversation and meeting the very ordinary need 

of human beings for restoration, for forgiveness, for a new start.  And so Peter here is everyman, 

every woman, all people who fail one another sometimes miserably, but for whom forgiveness comes 

anyway.  I think what these stories may mean to tell us is - don’t ignore the ordinary.  Don’t think 

that the Risen Christ only comes to us in moments of great drama.   Feeding his sheep is not the stuff 

of mega agri-business; it is responding to the needs of ordinary people in ordinary circumstance. 
 

 Last fall, Pope Francis declared a “Year of Mercy,” which runs from last Advent through this 

November, a time in which he called for putting “forgiveness before judgment.”  That call was clearly 

reaffirmed this week in the pontiff’s broad statement on marriage and family life, in which he said 

that the Church (and especially its priests) must be less judgmental and more understanding and 
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empathetic, meeting people where they are on issues of sex, sexual orientation, divorce, and 

remarriage, and recognizing that modern life and love are complicated and stressful. 

I think what the Pope is asking for is that the Church be more of a community, a place and a 

people that help all of us to lead lives of merciful, loving service.  And when you put that call 

alongside the very ordinariness of today’s gospel account of the barbecue breakfast, we are reminded 

that one can be merciful rather than judgmental in the very ordinary things we do.  It may be 

something as simple as providing the goodies for coffee hour as the members of St. Mark’s did last 

Sunday.  On a grander scale, it could be working locally, in our state, or nationally to ensure that we 

welcome people in need no matter where they come from. 

 The ordinariness of our service to others might begin by looking outside the walls of our 

churches to find those who know more than we do about the needs of our communities.  Our Bishop, 

Rob Hirschfeld, can often be heard asking Vestries and Bishop’s Committees to go out of our church 

buildings and into our communities to see what mission God is already up to – and then joining it. 

Sometimes, this means that we should no longer be saying “Someone should fix this,” and instead 

ask, “What can I do?”  Sometimes, though, we need to simply pay attention to what we are already 

doing, caring for children, taking care of an aging parent or simply bringing a co-worker a cup of 

coffee, and recognizing that these ordinary acts of mercy are moments when we are the church being 

the Church at its best and putting forgiveness and service before judgment. 
 

 I once heard a story on National Public Radio of a study of patients with severe amnesia, a 

study whose findings seemed to indicate that the emotions tied to our memories can linger in the 

mind even when the memory is gone.  Scientists tested people with advanced memory loss by 

showing them powerful emotional scenes from movies – like the scene in Forrest Gump where he is 

crying alone at the grave of his beloved Jenny. 

 The patients watching the film clip were visibly moved, some to the point of tears.  But a half-

hour later, when quizzed about what they had seen, none remembered a thing – not even the woman 

who had sobbed during the film.  The memory was gone, but what they discovered was that emotion 

stayed long after the memory had disappeared.  And the same proved true when the movie clip came 

from an uplifting or funny scene.  The good feeling that it produced outlasted the memory.  You 

know, something so ordinary as simple as our making a phone call to someone who minutes later 

won’t remember it, still makes a difference.   Nothing earth shattering here, but little moments that 

made all the difference in people’s lives.  But let’s return to the gospel. 
 

In the Gospel of John everything appears to have more than one meaning, and people have 

long tried to find in this passage some significance to the exact number of fish that were hauled 

ashore.  This was, of course, the Lord’s catch, and perhaps like the catch of those who fish for souls, 

nothing is too insignificant to be thrown back, and the ingathering is not broken despite its enormous 

variety. 

But that ignores the real elephant in the room – Peter’s denial, the parallel moment when, 

rather than by a lakeside grill, Peter warmed himself by the fire in the imperial Roman courtyard, 

only to deny knowing Jesus three times.  The real reason for this resurrection breakfast was to turn 

Peter’s life around, to call him back to the task of catching people, not fish.  Remember, it was Peter, 

who had once proclaimed that even if everyone else were to desert him, he would never cease to 

follow Jesus.  But, of course, that wasn’t exactly what happened.  When push came to shove, he 
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denied his Lord, not once, but three times.   Now in an obvious act of forgiveness, Peter is given three 

chances to wipe out the memory of his denial. 

After breakfast, Jesus asks him, “Peter, do you love me more than these?”  It may be that Jesus has 

swept his arm around, pointing to the boats and the nets - the tools of his trade – asking if he will 

once again leave everything to follow where Jesus would lead.  That question could be a reference to 

the other disciples, to those whom Peter had suggested would never be as faithful as he.  “Do you 

love me more than these others?”     It really makes no difference.  For the repeated questioning of 

Peter’s love is Jesus’ way of telling him:  No matter what, I still love you.  And if you love me, you 

will do my will, not yours.  “Feed my lambs…tend my flock…feed my sheep.” 
 

It is inconceivable to me that Jesus would have had in mind at that moment, any thought of a 

hierarchical structure for a worldwide Church – some notion of an all-Jewish, all-male, celibate 

priesthood, with the brightest and best called to serve as bishop-type successors to the great 

fisherman.  No, in that moment, I believe Jesus was addressing just one person, an individual who 

desperately needed the opportunity to say “Yes” once again.  Jesus confronts a person, a friend who 

despite all his protestations of faithfulness had betrayed him, and he simply asks, “Do you love me?”  

Are you filled with a sense of thankfulness for my love which encompassed every error, every act of 

denial, every moment of unfaithfulness?  If you are filled with that kind of thankful-love, then love 

others as I have loved you. 
 

Henri Nouwen says that “this is the most important question of the Bible – the question that 

God asks each one of us: “Do you love? Do you love me?  Do you truly love me?”  That love, our 

love, is not just expressed in moments of great importance, but in the everyday ordinariness of life. 

Today, “Do you love me?  Feed my lambs…” 

Today, “Do you love me? Tend my flock…’” 

Today, “Do you love me?  Feed my sheep.” 

In these last few words of his gospel, the evangelist John may simply be seeking to remind us of the 

ways that we, too, experience the Risen Lord:   

 in the ordinariness of every day life 

 in the community of the faithful;  

 in those times when we share at the Lord’s table 

 in the moments when we focus on the needs of others  

 and, of course, when we let go our own willfulness, and simply do what he asks. 
 

If we were to hear this gospel being spoken to us this morning, perhaps Jesus is addressing 

you and me and saying:  “Come, share this meal, and like those disciples on the shore, gather around 

this table set by the Risen Lord.  For here it is that we, too, are fed by his life-giving presence.  Here it 

is that we are nourished by his holy bread and cup, not that we might simply go away satisfied, but 

that we, being recipients of his life-changing love, might leave this table empowered to love God in 

the most ordinary ways when we feed and tend to the needs of others. 

“Do you love me?” Feed my people with both food and hope.     

“Do you love me?” Feed my sheep wherever they are, and whoever they are, with both goods 

and faith.     

“Do you love me?” Love one another, as you have been loved. 

      Amen. 


