
Sermon for Easter 3C 
Sunday, April 10, 2016 

“Feed the sheep” 

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 intends to use 
us to feed his sheep.  That reassurance is especially important in periods 
when our path seems uncertain, or when things we hold dear seem to be 
slipping from our grasp. 

Many of you have recognized and expressed your concern over 
growing tensions within our beloved parish family here at All Saints, and 
I would like to acknowledge this and spend some time talking about it, in 
light of our Gospel, because it affects how we are able to do what we are 
called to do—that is, feed the sheep.  These tensions among us have 
reached a level that is both infectious and harmful to the life of our 
church family, to the point of disruptive conversations amongst ourselves 
and beyond.  We must always remember that it’s not about us.  It’s not 
about you.  It’s not about “me.”  It’s not about your own personal agenda, 
or glory, or gain, or recognition.  What we do here is all about glorifying 
God and how that is lived out from day to day.   When we make things 
about ourselves, it doesn’t work and things fall apart.  We are a 
community and we do things together for the good of this parish family. 
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This past week, the vestry, the wardens, and I met to discuss these 
tensions.  The conversation was candid, open, and very intense.  Many 
thoughts and feelings were brought out into the open in an attempt to 
identify the issues, the problems, and begin to deal with them.  This was 
not meant to point fingers or play the blame game; rather, it was an 
opportunity for accountability.  What came out in this conversation was 
recognition of hurt feelings, the recognition that there have been a 
variety of perceptions and presumptions, and the recognition that this 
has been going on for some time.  While there have been a number of 
factors and contributors to this situation, I also recognize and 
acknowledge my role in all of this as your pastor and leader.  Much of it 
has centered around inadequate communication and even my own 
hesitation to be up front and open.  In my attempts not to hurt feelings, 
feelings got hurt anyway.  I love you all, I love All Saints, and I do what 
I do because I care deeply about your spiritual well-being and the present 
and future of this place.  If I have hurt feelings in the process, I am deeply 
sorry.  If I have made anyone feel unheard, I am deeply sorry.  If I have 
made decisions that made your worship experience here less worshipful, 
I am deeply sorry.  If I have failed to communicate with you and keep you 
up to date with what’s going on or what might be different, I am deeply 
sorry.  If I have not always been the pastoral presence that you needed, I 
am deeply sorry.  If I have made anyone feel insignificant, I am deeply 
sorry, because you matter.  Whether you’ve been a part of the All Saints 
family 5 weeks or 50 years, you matter, because without you there would 
be no All Saints family.  And I am deeply grateful for the candor and the 
openness of the vestry and wardens in trying to identify the problem and 
in seeking to find a solution. 

In the process of our conversations, one thing has become clear—
well, two things.  First and foremost, we need to communicate better—I 
need to communicate better—and so I and the leadership of this parish 
will be working very hard to accomplish this, and we have agreed to seek 
the help of a facilitator.  The other thing that has become clear to me is 
that we need to do some hard work together to reestablish who we are 
and where we are going.  We say we want to grow, but if we can’t tell 
people who we are and why we’re here, then why should they want to 
become one of us?  Proverbs 29:18 (KJV) says, “Where there is no vision, 
the people perish.”  It’s not that we don’t have an identity or a vision, but 
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I’m not sure we all have the same vision or imagine the same identity.  
We’re all in the boat together and I am your captain, and we want to go 
forward, but I’m not so sure that we are rowing in the same direction or 
even in sync.  Until we do, we’ll remain in a doldrum.  To this end, we 
will be engaging in the hard work of figuring out who we are and where 
we are going.  We will be checking in to see where we are with our mission 
statement and if it needs a little tweaking.  And we will also be looking 
to define our vision.  Our mission defines who we are and why we do what 
we do; our vision lays out how we plan to get there and live into our 
mission.  That will also require some help with a facilitator to guide us.  
I’ve already started making inquiries.  But most importantly, it will 
require your help and your honesty.  We’re going to be doing some serious 
work in congregational development.  Why?  Because we have sheep to 
feed.  We need to feed each other and we need to feed people who aren’t 
sitting here in the pews—the folks out there.   

What I also heard in that conversation with your leadership is a 
clear optimism about the future of All Saints and a conviction that we 
can get through anything.  We’ve done it before and we will do it now.  I 
love the words spoken by our Presiding Bishop in his Easter message this 
year, “Let’s not be a church that asks ‘Why?,’ but rather a church that 
asks, ‘Why not.’”  In other words, let’s not get bogged down by what’s 
keeping us from moving forward, but rather to think about all the 
possibilities that are available.  At the end of the day, we are being called 
to action, just like Peter was called to action:  “If you love me, feed my 
sheep.” 

We have sheep to feed, let’s get to work!  Amen. 

 

Resources 

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


