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Well, there they were, Simon Peter, James and John, Thomas and Nathanael, and a couple of 
other unnamed disciples, back up in Galilee, fishing. One traditional interpretation of this story 
takes it's cue from Mark and Matthew where the disciples, on Easter morn, are directed to go 
back to Galilee where the risen Lord will meet them. According to that interpretation, this story 
in John is the completion of those directions. The risen Jesus comes to meet them. And aside 
from the problems of that sort of blending of texts written 30-40 years apart to and for very 
different communities to try to construct an actual “historical” account, as if that's possible, that 
interpretation is fine if it speaks a living word of God to us. 
 
But, I want to put forward a different interpretation for you this morning. It's one that I think is 
at least as true as that traditional one. And it's this: I think what John really wants to talk about 
is not something that happened one day by the Sea of Tiberias, some 60-70 years earlier, but 
the church, his church right then somewhere between 90 -100 A.D. I think Peter and the others 
in the boat “fishing” is a picture of the church trying to carry out its work under the leadership 
of Peter. I'm encouraged in this interpretation for several reasons. 
 
One is that for several hundred years the early church was often depicted as a boat on the sea. 
Secondly, of course, are Jesus own words about making the disciples to be “fishers of people,” 
so that fishing became a common metaphor of evangelism. And finally, in John's gospel the 
story right before this one, the one we read last week, already has Jesus appearing to Peter and 
the others two times, and giving them their marching orders. He's already commissioned them: 
“As the Father has sent me, so I send you,” he'd said. So, they're at work. 
 
This is a picture of the church at work. And they aren't catching anyone. I think John's looking 
at his church and they or he or both of them feel like they're failing! I suppose there's some kind 
of odd comfort in that for us. At least misery loves company, right? At least we know that this 
thing we're involved in, this mission of the Gospel has always been a big, challenging job.  
Because, the fact is a lot of times although we can and should point to things here and there that 
speak of the truth and meaning of our calling that we are doing, we have this nagging feeling 
that we're actually failing as a church, don't we? 
 
And in some senses we are. We're not alone in that, of course, and we take a measure of 
comfort in that knowledge, but it doesn't remove that nagging feeling in the back of our minds.  
And so, we have a sense of panic, or maybe just honest concern and we start trying to place 
blame on the one hand, or to come up with all kinds of solutions on the other. So, there's a 
major study done that says the main mark of a vital, growing church that most United 
Methodist congregations are missing, is “passionate spirituality.” And so, the District comes up 
with a variety of programs trying to address that area. The only problem is that passion is not 
something that you can will to happen, or that you can program to happen. Real passion, 
whatever it's for, whether baseball, or fishing, or music, or politics or spirituality, is something 
that seems to come forth from us on its own, because somehow that specific activity has gotten 
connected to our core at a very deep level. The thing we're passionate about somehow 
expresses something of what we recognize is truly “us.”  
 
Or, maybe the “solution” we settle upon is a change in leadership. Or, perhaps we start making 
all kinds of cosmetic changes to our facility. Now, that's not to say that one or another of any of 
those things might not help one or another congregation in trying to do the work of the church. 
But, it is to say this: if we aren't deeply connected to who we are as the Body of Christ in and 
for a hurting world that doesn't know how to forgive, doesn't know how to live in peace with 



each other, doesn't know how to affirm each one as a precious child of God, then all those 
“solutions” will just be one more thing that didn't work. 
 
Listen to the word John has for his congregation in this story! The risen Jesus stands on the 
same beach where he took five barley loaves and two fish and fed five thousand, ready to feed 
a failing church if only they would recognize and listen to him. He calls out to them, “Cast your 
nets to the right side of the boat, and you will find some.” Now, who knows what significance 
John had in mind in those simple directions of Jesus: the right side versus the left side, or the 
right side versus the wrong side. But, we do know this. There's something here about the other, 
about getting beyond yourself and those like you. Because, when they follow Jesus' directions, 
not only do they catch so many “fish” they can't haul in the net, but says John there were 153 of 
them. And there are several interpretations of the significance of that number, but they all point 
in the same direction. St. Jerome, one of the earliest interpreters said that there were 153 
because that was the number of all the species of fish in the world. Some other interpretations 
having to do with the significance of specific numbers in the ancient world suggest the same 
thing, that the number suggests completeness, all the nations, all the peoples of the world are 
included.  
 
There's something about the other, about getting beyond ourselves. Because, then John hits the 
same note again. The disciples, you remember, have hauled the net full of fish onshore and 
Jesus says to them, “Come and have breakfast.” So, as the story goes, they're all standing there 
on the beach together, and John then writes: “Now none of the disciples dared to ask him, 'Who 
are you?' because they knew it was the Lord.” Now that's a strange thing, isn't it? 
If they're all standing right there together, and they know it's the Lord, why is the question 
“Who are you?” on the tip of their tongues? You see, their recognition of Jesus was not by 
sight. This person standing before them feeding them breakfast was an-other. Their recognition 
of their risen Lord in this person was a recognition by faith! And you see, once they have seen 
Jesus in this other, then amazing things happen. 
 
Peter gets unbound from his shame of having denied Jesus three times, by having the 
opportunity to confess his love of Jesus three times. And what's more, he comes to understand 
what following Jesus really means. It means feeding and tending all of Jesus' sheep. It means 
letting go of your life (your ideas, your opinions, your agendas, your preferences) for love's 
sake, for the other's sake. Says Jesus to Peter, you can't go wherever you wish anymore, you're 
going to stretch out your hands and be taken where you do not wish to go. And whether John 
has in mind Peter's own crucifixion or not, it's all the same kind of death that glorifies God, and 
that is the death of self-interest, for love's sake, for the other's sake. It's Jesus' own kind of life,  
Jesus own life that he would feed the church if only they would recognize and listen to him in 
the other. 
 
Friends, this is John's way of talking about the same vital conversion to the Gospel that Luke 
talks about in Acts, when Peter finally comes to see that God shows no partiality. It's the same 
insight that Paul speaks of in 2 Corinthians 5 when he writes that Christ “died for all, so that 
those who live might live no longer for themselves, but for him who died and was raised for 
them.” You see, Paul goes right on then to say, “From now on, therefore, we regard no one 
from a human point of view; even though we once knew Christ from a human point of view, 
we know him no longer in that way.” He's saying we are people who now look for and 
recognize the risen Christ in each one, in every other,  even Cho Seung Hui. 
 
The risen Christ is sometimes tremendously hard to see in some, isn't he? But nevertheless, 
that's who we are, those who know he would come to us in each one. Friends, there's a vital 
word from God for us in this story. None of the things we do as a church will be anything but 
just one more thing that didn't work if we aren't looking for, recognizing and listening to Christ 
in others beyond ourselves. And God keeps putting opportunities in our laps to do that. 



Whether it's Project Crossroads or Re-building Together, or the kids at Wednesday Walkers, or 
the parents and grandparents we serve through Living Water, or teenagers skate-boarding out 
on our front ramp. But, here's the thing, you have to get involved in one of those areas where 
you have the chance to recognize the risen Lord in the other, in people beyond ourselves and 
people like us. And if you are involved in those areas, we have to remember who it is we are 
looking for, who it is we're listening to for directions there. I don't know where those directions 
might lead us, but I do know that I trust the word of God for us in this story that those 
directions will lead us in our true calling, and will make us indeed the Body of Christ. 
 
Finally, I'll tell you why I trust the word in this story so much. It's because the risen Jesus has 
come to some of us here in just the same way as he did on the beach in Tiberias. It was the 
summer of 1997. And we had a pretty large group that year that went to Project Crossroads. I 
don't remember all of them, maybe, but I remember that John Mitchem and his girlfriend were 
along, and Todd Mitchem. I remember my own two kids were there, and Bethany Sisson and 
Heather Simpson, and Heather's foster brother Jorge. And Mark Stockdale and Stephen 
McCarron from Northern Ireland were there. And I want to tell you that that experience at 
Crossroads changed Stephen McCarron's life. It's largely because of his experience down there 
that week that he's got a degree in and is working as a civil engineer. 
 
But, that week changed all of our lives. Like always, Harry Howe knew we'd need some help at 
the work site. He certainly knew the expertise wasn't going to come from me! So, he had a 
volunteer up that week to help us, whose name was J.C. Maybe the initials should have tipped 
us off. J.C. was in his mid to upper sixties, I guess, and was from somewhere down in east 
Tennessee. I don't remember exactly where. All I know is that he was Christ among us. The 
technical expertise he lent was the least of the gifts he gave us. He had a way of honoring and 
deeply affirming and relating to each one of us. Every person knew that J.C. really liked them! 
 
And all week long, he kept telling us how he was going to come up to the farm house where we 
were staying that week and cook for us one night. And on Thursday night, our last night 
together, our last supper there, Thursday, he did. He showed up there and he cooked us 
breakfast. And none of us dared to ask him, “Who are you?” We knew it was the Lord. Friends, 
take the eyes given you by this story, it's our story, and look for and listen to Jesus in the other,  
in each one, especially those not like us. 
 
 
Amen. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


