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In the Name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit. Amen. 

 

“This was now the third time that Jesus appeared to the disciples 

after he was raised from the dead.” In the gospel on Easter day we 

read about the women finding the tomb empty at the break of day. 

Last Sunday we read about Jesus’ first appearance to the disciples 

at the end of that same day, and also of his appearance among 

them a week later, when Jesus invited Thomas to touch the nail 

wounds in his hands and feet and to put his hand into the spear 

wound in his side to see that it really was Jesus risen from the 

dead standing there. The gospels are all kind of sketchy about 

everything that happened between the time Christ rose from the 

dead until he ascended into heaven forty days later. So you’ve got 

to wonder what the disciples did and talked about during those 

forty days. The gospels record ten of his appearances during that 

time but, as John points out, “Jesus did many other signs in the 

presence of his disciples, which are not written in this book” (Jn 

20:30). We know they stayed in Jerusalem the first week, or else 

they decided to regroup there after a week, which is when Jesus 

came to them the second time. But they didn’t stay together for 

the whole forty days. They were working people who had to earn 

a living. And so in today’s gospel we find seven of them back in 

their fishing boats.  

The Sea of Tiberias, aka the Sea of Galilee, aka the Lake of 

Gennesaret, isn’t really a sea—it’s a freshwater lake. It’s not very 

big, but it’s about 140 feet deep. And to this day they still fish it 

at night, because the fish go deep into the cool water below to 

escape the heat of the day. The disciples fished all night and 

caught nothing, and as they were coming ashore first thing in the 

morning, they encountered the risen Lord cooking them breakfast. 

Only they didn’t know it was the Lord at first. And where did he 



get the fish anyway? Think back to the day he rose from the dead. 

In the afternoon he appeared to two of his disciples on their way 

home to Emmaus who didn’t recognize him, and he spent the rest 

of the day with them. They were abuzz with word that Jesus had 

risen, but hadn’t yet seen him themselves. So while they walked 

he opened the Old Testament scriptures to them to show how from 

Moses on, all the prophets testified that the Son of God would die 

and rise again. And still they didn’t recognize him until he sat at 

dinner with them later on, when “he took bread, blessed and broke 

it, and gave it to them. Then their eyes were opened, and they 

recognized him; and he vanished from their sight” (Lk 24:30-31). 

What happened in today’s gospel is much the same. Still not 

recognizing Jesus, the seven went back out at his word to cast 

their nets again. And as soon as they caught a huge haul of fish, 

John recognized that it was Jesus all along.  

There are two key points to take away from this gospel. The first 

is that Jesus, the eternal Word of God, as John describes him at 

the beginning of his gospel, the Word that God speaks and things 

come into existence—he speaks again and his creation is turned 

upside down. He speaks and the Sea of Tiberias, which only gives 

up its fish at night, suddenly offers up an abundance in the 

daytime, because the Word of the Lord commanded it. He speaks, 

and things change, health is restored, life is renewed. The other 

takeaway is that he speaks a word of forgiveness, and we’re as 

guiltless as if we’d never sinned in the first place. He came not to 

destroy sinful humanity and the earth we’ve corrupted, but to 

forgive us and to redeem it all.  

And this is what we see beginning to happen in the lives of Simon 

and Saul in today’s readings. “Saul, still breathing threats and 

murder against the disciples of the Lord,” is on his way to round 

up as many of them as he can in Damascus. He’s already got a 

reputation as a fierce persecutor of Christians, so that everybody’s 

terrified at the mention of his name, as we see with Ananias today. 

But God is in the middle of a major makeover here. Jesus has 

blinded and revealed himself to Saul; and when Ananias lays 



hands on him and prays, Saul is going to see everything in the 

clear light of the Gospel, and no longer from the darkened 

perspective of the Pharisees. And because he’s been chosen by 

Jesus as an instrument “to bring my name before Gentiles and 

kings and before the people of Israel,” it’s when Saul begins to 

take the Gospel to the Gentile world that he becomes Paul (Acts 

13:4-12). Paul isn’t the Latin version of Saul, and it’s not a religious 

name such as some people take on at confirmation or when they 

take religious vows, or even like Simon, whom Jesus renamed 

Peter, the Rock on whose faith the Church is built. Saul was a 

Jew, but also a Roman citizen by birth. And Roman citizens are 

given, or take on, Roman names. So because Saul was being sent 

to evangelize the Gentile world, he began to use his Roman name, 

Paul. (But his mama still probably called him Saul.) 

So Jesus turned Paul’s life upside down, just as he did when he 

appeared to the disciples on Easter Day and the forty days 

following. And in addition to all that, he did an extraordinary 

thing with Simon Peter on the beach that day by the Sea of 

Tiberias. Remember that on Maundy Thursday Jesus had warned 

his disciples that they’d all turn away from him for fear of 

suffering the same fate as Jesus. But Peter said, “Even though 

everyone else deserts you, I never will.” Jesus replied, “I tell you, 

Peter, the cock will not crow this day, until you have denied three 

times that you know me” (Lk 22:34). Then right in the middle of his 

third denial, “while he was still speaking, the cock crowed. The 

Lord turned and looked at Peter. Then Peter remembered the word 

of the Lord… And he went out and wept bitterly” (Lk 22:60-62). 

According to John, that happened over a charcoal fire where Peter 

was warming himself. 

Apparently Peter had been feeling the guilt of that denial pretty 

acutely right up until this day. So after breakfast, Jesus turned to 

Peter, as they sat by the charcoal fire, and said, “Simon son of 

John, do you love me more than these?” The Lord has set things 

up so that the connection between Peter’s three denials earlier and 

the three questions Jesus was about to put to him was crystal clear. 



It had been a night of agony for Peter, but a worse one for Jesus. 

And because of Jesus’ own agony then, Peter’s can be relieved 

now. Jesus is the Lamb of God who was slain that day to take 

away the sin of the world—Peter’s as well as everybody else’s. 

And Peter’s guilt was removed when Jesus died on the cross. But 

as with most of us, the bad memories and the guilty feelings 

lingered.  

We have to translate God’s forgiveness in our lives into action, 

which is where Jesus was going with this. Peter said, “Yes, Lord; 

you know that I love you.” Now this is really important, and since 

in English we only have one word for love, it has to be brought 

out every time we read this. When Jesus says to Peter, “Do you 

love me?” the verb he uses is   (agapas)—the highest 

form of self-emptying, sacrificial love, the love that God has for 

us and that we can only have for God and for neighbor as we grow 

in his grace (OSB Jn 21:15-17nn). But Peter doesn’t use that word in 

response. Instead he uses  (philō), a lesser form of love. My 

Greek NT translates it as “Yes, Lord, you know that I’m fond of 

you.” That’s on a completely different level. I’ll come back to 

that. 

The other part of Jesus’ initial question needs looking at too. He 

said, “…do you love me more than these?” What are these? Is he 

saying do you love me more than these other disciples do?, or, Do 

you love me more than you love them?, or more than you love 

your fishing nets and boats and your old way of life? It’s probably 

all the above. Because in denying Jesus three times on the night 

he suffered, Peter showed that he cared more for himself and his 

own safety, and all the things that were familiar to him, than he 

did for Jesus, just like the other disciples. Now Peter is being 

asked if he’s ready to commit himself 100% to Jesus. And Peter 

gives him an honest answer: “Yes, Lord, you know that I’m fond 

of you.” Jesus accepts that and says to him, “Feed my lambs.” In 

other words, You’ve been redeemed and forgiven, now share the 

Good News of that redemption and forgiveness with everyone I 

give you to care for in my Name.  



Again Jesus said, “Simon son of John, do you agapas me?” Peter 

said, “Yes, Lord; you know that I philō you.” Jesus said to him, 

“Tend my sheep”—look after the flock that I’m entrusting to you. 

But the third time Jesus said, “Simon son of John, do you philō 

me?”—Are you fond of me? He changed the kind of love. The 

first two times he was making clear to Peter that that’s where he 

wanted him to be, filled to overflowing with the same self-

emptying, sacrificial love of God that led Jesus into the world and 

up to the cross. But this time he’s meeting Peter where he’s at. 

Peter felt hurt probably because he felt like Jesus was rubbing in 

his guilt instead of relieving it. “Lord, you know everything; you 

know that I’m fond of you.” Of course Jesus knew that. And of 

course he knew that, come the day of Pentecost, Peter would be 

transformed into a bold proclaimer of the Gospel, a faithful 

shepherd of his sheep, and a fierce defender of the faith. “Feed 

my sheep,” he said a third time. Then he prophesies Peter’s 

martyrdom, which must have been scary, but it was also a strong 

hint that Peter’s philō would eventually transformed into God’s 

agapō. 

That’s what all these post-Easter encounters with the risen Christ 

are meant to do for his disciples. The more they see him, the more 

encouraged they are to stand with him, to proclaim his 

resurrection, and to do whatever it takes to draw others to him. 

But as we heard Jesus say to Thomas in last week’s gospel, 

“Blessed are they who have not seen, and yet have come to 

believe” (Jn 20:29). That means, blessed are we who have not seen, 

and yet believe. Blessed are we to whom Christ has been 

proclaimed in the reading of his world, and makes himself known 

in the breaking of the bread, the sacrament of the altar, to deepen 

our faith and strengthen our life in him, and to encourage us to 

draw others to him.  

Jesus’ last word to Peter at the end of this conversation was 

“Follow me.” That’s how we learn to love the way he loves, rather 

than simply to show fondness for others. Following the risen Lord 

is how we grow in our understanding of who he is, what he came 



among us to do, and what part we play in getting it done. The 

bottom line, as he implied to Peter, is that love demonstrates itself 

in action. If you truly love me, you will love the people that I love, 

you will want for them what I want for them, you will do for them 

what I need you to do, all because you are “instrument[s] whom I 

have chosen to bring my name before Gentiles and kings and 

before the people of Israel.” And the reason we do that is because 

we believe that he is risen from the dead, just as he promised, that 

he is Lord of all creation, and that therefore, as Peter so boldly 

declared to the high priest who had been trying to shut him up, 

“There is salvation in no one else, for there is no other name under 

heaven… by which we must be saved” (Acts 4:12).  In the Name of… 

a.m.d.g. 
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