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Gospel Reading: John 21:1-19 

21After these things Jesus showed himself again to the disciples by the Sea of Tiberias; 
and he showed himself in this way. 2Gathered 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 whom Jesus loved said to Peter, “It is the Lord!” 
When Simon 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 the 
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 have just caught.” 11So 
Simon 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 to him, “Tend my sheep.” 17He said to him the third time, “Simon son of John, do 
you love me?” Peter felt hurt because he said to him the 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.”  
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Last week’s focus was on Doubt, Faith, and Thomas and his example of 

growing in faith. An aspect of last week’s reading and last week’s sermon was the 

trust we place in Jesus: The disciples were huddled in one room behind locked doors 

because of fear. Jesus came in the midst of them to offer peace (Three times he said, 

“Peace be with you”), bless them with the Holy Spirit and send them out. He said, “As 

the Father has sent me, so I send you” John 20:21).  

So, we talked about closed doors and open doors. We talked about trusting 

Jesus, and about taking risks, and demonstrating appropriate vulnerability. As a 

congregation, are our doors, metaphorically speaking, open to let people come in as we 

express in our Welcome Statement? Are our doors open enough, metaphorically 

speaking, to allow us, having gathered for worship, to go out in the world trusting Jesus 

in such a way that we can take suitable/appropriate risks to demonstrate God’s love for 

the world? 

Today’s gospel reading is also from John and repeats some similar themes of 

trusting Jesus enough to be his follower out in the world.  

 

There are three scenes in our passage: 

Scene 1 (John 21:1-8): Peter decides to go fishing and other disciples go with him. 

Thomas, Nathanael, the “sons of Zebedee”—that means James and John, and two 

others. They caught nothing. Remember, these are not casual fishermen, flyfishing out 

on the Truckee River for recreation. These are people whose livelihoods have 

depended on being skilled fisherman. 

Jesus is on the shore, but they do not recognize him (v. 4). When this man 

(Jesus) calls out to them: “You have no fish, have you,” (v. 5), they acknowledge that 

they have none.  

Interestingly, when Jesus calls out to them to cast their net to the right side of the 

boat, they follow that instruction, even before they know that it is he. Their net is so full 

that they cannot haul it in. The result is overwhelming abundance. This abundance 

leads them to recognize Jesus, with “the disciple whom Jesus loved” (John) shouting, “It 

is the Lord!” and Peter eagerly jumping in the water to go to Jesus.   

One thing that’s intriguing to me about this scene is thinking about Peter and 

recalling the interactions between Peter and Jesus leading up to this time:  

• Peter is the one who made bold claims about sticking with Jesus, even if others 

would not.  

• He is the one who 3 times denied that he knew Jesus. 

• In last week’s reading from John chapter 20, he runs to the tomb after the women 

have come to tell the men that Jesus is risen. He is amazed, but then his simply 

goes home. (It seems odd to say he is “amazed,” but then goes home.) 
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• In scene one, Peter decides to return to what he knows—he goes fishing. We 

would expect that if he’s a fisherman, it’s what he knows and does the best, but 

he catches nothing.  

• Following what Jesus has said—even when they do not recognize that it is he—

is what produces the overwhelming abundance of 153 fish. That the gospel 

includes such a specific number has been a source of speculation: “Why 153? 

Does that mean anything in particular?” There’s no consensus that it signifies 

anything in particular. It’s a sign of God’s abundance. “Abundant life” is a theme 

in John’s gospel. 

 

 Scene two (vv. 9-14): Jesus is hosting a meal for them on the shore. He has a 

charcoal fire with fish on it and bread (v. 9). Whether the scene was intended by the 

author to be a reminder of the sacrament, it sounds like that to us. It’s also a reminder of 

the feeding scene from John:  

• 11Then Jesus took the loaves, and when he had given thanks, he distributed 

them to those who were seated; so also the fish, as much as they wanted. (John 

6:11). 

• Jesus recognizes their weariness and their failure to catch anything and is 

providing them with support and sustenance.  

The third scene (John 21:15-19) focuses on the poignant interaction between 

Jesus and Peter. Three times Peter has denied that he knows Jesus. Three times Jesus 

asks him, “Do you love me?” (vv. 15,16, 17). 

 Each time Peter responds, “Yes, Lord, you know that I love you” (vv. 15, 16, 17). 

 Each time Jesus replies with a specific instruction, with slight variation: 

• “Feed my lambs” (v. 15), 

• “Tend my sheep” (v. 16), and  

• “Feed my sheep” (v. 17).  

 

What’s it all mean? 

 In last week’s reading, Jesus commissioned the disciples—he sent them out: “As 

the Father has sent me, so I send you” John 20:21).  

In this week’s passage, there is particular emphasis on  the relationship between 

Jesus and Peter; Jesus recommissions Peter. Though the narrator says Peter “was 

hurt” by the three-fold question (v. 17), it’s also true that Jesus called him before to be a 

leader in the growing church and calls and recommissions him again here. While Peter 

may have been hurt, he is also affirmed to be a leader and follower. 

 And that—to be both a leader and a follower—is particular or important here, too. 

Jesus’ three-fold instruction is simple and brief:  

• “Feed my lambs” (v. 15), “Tend my sheep” (v. 16), and “Feed my sheep” (v. 17).  
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This commissioning is as simple and as difficult as that. How do you care for 

sheep? How do you care for those who are difficult to care for? How do you care for 

those who are vulnerable? How do you care for those who depend on you?  

It’s as simple and as difficult as that. 

Jesus in John: I am the “Good Shepherd” and Washing Feet 

Two other portions of John’s gospel come to mind for me as I hear this 

instruction to feed and tend my sheep. They both have to do with the example that 

Jesus sets for us and the interplay between being both a leader and a follower: 

• John 10, in which Jesus says, “I am the good shepherd.” Jesus identifies 

himself as one who cares for his sheep. He is asking Peter (or, rather, calling 

Peter) to do the same. He is asking Peter to follow in the way of Jesus. 

• The second portion of John which comes to mind is John 13 and Jesus’ 

washing the disciples’ feet.  

“14So if I, your Lord and Teacher, have washed your feet, you also 

ought to wash one another’s feet. 15For I have set you an example, 

that you also should do as I have done to you” (John 13:14-15).  

Following Jesus is as simple and as difficult as caring for those who are 

vulnerable, for those around you. Love is shown in the simplest and yet most difficult of 

tasks: of washing feet, of feeding and tending, of caring for those around you to whom 

you have been called.  

By the way, we will talk more next week about following Jesus as shepherd when 

the 23rd Psalm and a portion of John 10 are the focal scripture readings.  

Memories of Pastor Dory Thompson 

This call or commissioning is as simple and as difficult as tending, caring for the 

sheep. 

On a Friday afternoon two weeks ago, I had a small leadership part in the 

memorial service held at the First Presbyterian Church of Virginia City to give thanks to 

God for the life of the Rev Dory Thompson. Dory served that congregation from January 

of 1992 until her retirement in December 2008--17 years. The congregation was 

founded in the Comstock era in 1862. They worship in the original building from 1867. I 

learned that Dory’s tenure was the longest in that church’s history. She was also the 

first female pastor to serve that congregation.  

There were probably around 40 people in the gathered congregation. That’s a lot 

for a regular worshiping congregation of about 17. People who had been a part of the 

congregation in years past traveled from some distance to be there. As I listened to 

memories and tributes that were shared, I thought, “This is a pastor who loved the 

people of this congregation. And they loved her.” 

Following Jesus is as simple and as difficult as caring for Jesus’ sheep. May we, 

flawed like Peter, strengthened by God’s grace, tend for those God entrusts to us.  


