
Sermon for Easter 3C 
Sunday, May 5, 2019 

“We have sheep to feed” 

Text: John 21:1-19 

I speak to you in the name of the one true God:  Father, Son, and Holy 
Spirit.  Amen. 

Have you ever had the pleasure of seeing trick candles on a birthday 
cake? You know the kind I’m talking about: the ones that you blow out, 
and just when you pick up the knife to cut the cake, they reignite and 
start to burn again, causing much amusement to everyone. Today’s 
Gospel is kind of like having trick candles on a birthday cake. At the end 
of chapter 20 of John’s Gospel, which we read last week, the last two 
verses say this, “Now Jesus did many other signs in the presence of his 
disciples, which are not written in this book. But these are written so that 
you may come to believe that Jesus is the Messiah, the Son of God, and 
that through believing you may have life in his name.” The next words 
on the page that I would expect to see are “The End.” Those final words 
of Chapter 20 sound clearly like the end of the book—and then comes the 
21st Chapter. The 21st chapter of the Gospel according to John are 
somewhat of a mystery. The words sound like John, the heading at the 
top of the page says it’s still John, but many biblical scholars are certain 
that the 21st chapter was not written by the beloved disciple. It is 
probably an addition to the Gospel, a story not found in any other Gospel 
account. 

It reports yet another appearance of Jesus after the Resurrection, 
but it doesn’t really say when. The other appearances happen within a 
week after the Resurrection and occur somewhere near Jerusalem, while 
the disciples were still dealing with the shock of the Crucifixion and the 
reality of the Resurrection. But this story takes place 90 miles away on 
the shores of the Sea of Galilee. It seems like some time has passed since 
the Resurrection, because at least seven of the disciples have returned to 
Galilee and they’ve gone fishing. There’s something rather ordinary 
about this story.  There isn’t a great miracle in this story. The disciples 
are fishing. Jesus appears, not walking on water or calming a storm, he 
just shows up on the shore. Recognizing they haven’t caught any fish, 
Jesus tells the disciples to cast the net on the other side of the boat—
practical advice, I’d say—and they catch a whole mess of fish. 153 to be 
exact. There’s nothing particularly special about 153; it’s just a large 
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number. They had more than enough, but it just doesn’t feel like the 
miracle of feeding five thousand people with five loaves of bread and two 
fish. In fact, I think the richness of this encounter with the resurrected 
Lord is in its simplicity, in its humanness. Peter has a moment of 
embarrassment when he realizes that Jesus is standing there. Can’t you 
just picture him hurriedly covering up his nakedness and jumping into 
the sea? Even Jesus seems very human in this moment; he’s cooking 
breakfast. And while this scene seems very human, very intimate, there 
is also much symbolism in it as well. These men who were at the core 
fishermen would exchange their woven nets for the net of the Gospel and 
become fishers of people. Their nets would be cast far and wide yielding 
a catch that is both diverse and inclusive. And while all of this was on the 
one hand second nature to them, neither their trade as fishermen nor 
their impending vocation as proclaimers of the Gospel could succeed 
without Christ’s help, for without Christ they can do nothing, as Jesus 
said earlier in John 15:5, “Those who abide in me and I in them bear 
much fruit, because apart from me you can do nothing.” 

The next part of the story is what is at the heart of this encounter.  
What follows is the message, the purpose of this encounter. Jesus and 
Peter are having a moment, a moment between friends. While they are 
reclining on the shore, Jesus asks Peter if he loves him more than these.  
What is meant by “these?” The other disciples? The abundant catch of 
fish? One can speculate, but what Jesus wants to know is if Peter loves 
him more than anything or anyone else. Does Peter love him 
unconditionally? There is always a great deal of speculation as to the type 
of love Jesus is talking about, because Jesus asks if Peter loves him 
unconditionally, but Peter answers Jesus in a way that says he loves him 
like a brother. There’s no question that family relationships are 
important in the Bible; scripture is full of passages in which a family 
relationship is used to indicate that there is a strong bond. So maybe in 
Peter’s mind, he was trying to tell Jesus the depth of his love. Jesus asks 
the question three times. It is said that this exchange of Jesus asking if 
Peter loves him three times is meant to reverse and reconcile Peter’s 
threefold denial of him after his arrest. Maybe that’s why this chapter 
was added: so Peter could be redeemed before engaging in the witness to 
come as told in the Acts of the Apostles. Whatever the reason, Jesus asks 
Peter the same question three times and three times Peter makes his 
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confession and reaffirms his love for Jesus: “You know that I love you.” 
Each time Jesus issues a charge to Peter: “Feed my lambs.  Tend my 
sheep. Feed my sheep.” And finally, “Follow me.” Jesus commissions 
Peter to something that extends far beyond that quiet moment on the 
shore of the Sea of Galilee. Jesus asks Peter to follow in his footsteps and 
care for others who will be disciples of Christ, but Jesus also foretells that 
by following in footsteps, Peter would lose his life at the hands of someone 
else. 

There is another aspect of this exchange that must be recognized 
too, and that is that Jesus asks this of Peter recognizing that Peter isn’t 
perfect. He is a man prone to flaws, prone to mistakes, prone to missing 
the point. We’ve seen it several times before where Peter listens to Jesus, 
but then in the same breath shows that he just doesn’t get it. But that’s 
ok.  Jesus knows that Peter isn’t perfect—Jesus has known Peter’s heart 
all along—and he still wants to use him; he still trusts that Peter will 
some day get it right. As I said earlier, the richness of this encounter with 
the risen Lord is in its humanness. There is much wisdom in that for our 
own lives, because it reassures us that despite our humanity, despite our 
shortcomings, despite our brokenness, God still uses us to feed his sheep.   

Today, we are also commemorating the Queenship of the Blessed 
Virgin Mary. The month of May is Mary’s month, and we crown her with 
floral garlands. The reason we celebrate her is because God chose her to 
be his human vessel to bring God into the world; through Mary, God 
became man. She was young, she was scared about what society might 
say and how her life would change, but she said, “Yes,” to God anyway 
and became the mother of God-incarnate. Mother of the King, she was 
crowned Queen, for her extraordinary act. She is an example to us that 
God takes the ordinary to achieve the extraordinary. We are the hands 
and feet of God in the world; we are the ones charged to make Jesus’s 
vision of a better world a reality—to bring about the Kingdom of God in 
our homes, in our neighborhood, in this city, and here on earth. 

Later today, we’re going to have a parish town hall meeting. This is 
to be the first of what I intend to be regular meetings throughout the year 
where you can be kept informed about what’s happening here at All 
Saints, hear what your leadership is thinking, and to help you voice your 
opinions and concerns. Your voice and your input are important, because 
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this is your worshipping community and I want you to feel connected to 
what’s going on. When I came here nearly six years ago, I met a family of 
people devoted to their faith in God through Jesus Christ, committed to 
making a difference in the world around them. My vision has always been 
to meet you where you are and take this parish community to the next 
level. I have had a vision of growing this place and making better 
disciples. How? By making an impact in Woodhaven and beyond through 
reverent traditional worship, superb music, inspiring preaching, and 
active outreach. I came here to teach you new things, but also to learn 
from you, to learn about your journey of faith and how that has shaped 
who you are. Our story is how we proclaim the good news of Jesus Christ, 
which is at the core of our mission here: to proclaim Jesus Christ through 
our participation in the Eucharist, our oneness in diversity, respect for 
each other, and outreach into the community. 

The Christian Church has been proclaiming the good news of Jesus 
Christ for over two thousand years, and I am deeply moved by the ancient 
wisdom and practice of the church as it relates to life in the modern age. 
I believe that the church should look like a church, sound like a church, 
smell like a church. Of course, that statement is different for each and 
every one of us, but I take very seriously Jesus’s prayer in John, Chapter 
17 that his disciples be not of this world, though we are in this world. The 
church should be a place where we can escape and take refuge from the 
ways of the world and experience a glimpse of the glory of God—in the 
world, but not of the world. My desire as a priest has been to help create 
an experience of something distinctly different from the world. When you 
come here to All Saints, you should feel like you have stepped into 
something and someplace in touch with the divine. Yet, while bringing 
an ancient experience, we can connect it to modern day-to-day life. 

I want to see this place touching all who come here spiritually, 
mentally, and physically, and I want us to grow as a place full of 
programs that will do that for ourselves and for lots of other people. 
Growth doesn’t happen overnight; it takes many years for positive change 
to take place. It always feels uncomfortable and unfamiliar at first, but I 
stand here to ask you and encourage you to stick it out. Try to understand 
the changes and let them become a part of you and give them a chance. 
Our time this afternoon will be an attempt in finding out what you need 
to help you connect better. “Let’s not be a church that asks ‘Why?,’ but 
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rather a church that asks, ‘Why not.’” Let’s not get bogged down by what 
might appear as barriers from keeping us from moving forward, but 
rather to think about all the possibilities that are available, and make 
them happen. We are being called to action, just like Mary and Peter 
were called to action. “If you love me, feed my sheep.” 

We love God and we have his sheep to feed and his lambs to tend. 
How can you be a part of that? We need to think about the legacy we are 
going to leave for future generations people who will call All Saints home. 
What will All Saints look like ten years from now? That’s a question that 
will be asked at the town hall meeting. Think about that. What is your 
dream for All Saints? Because, we have sheep to feed and lambs to tend, 
so let’s get to work!  Amen. 

 

 

Resources 

The Working Preacher, http://www.workingpreacher.org/preaching.aspx? 
commentary_id=2809 


