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“Finding Ourselves”
John 21:1-19 March 15, 2015

When we get things so wrong, how do we make things 
right? Last week, we left Peter weeping in the courtyard.  
Within a few days, Jesus whom he had denied would die a 
horrible death. On the third day, on Easter evening, Peter 
and the other disciples would see Jesus in his resurrected 
glory. There remained so much unfinished business between 
Jesus and Peter, so much uncertainty about the path ahead.  
We cannot know what was going on in Peter’s mind and 
heart, but I imagine that he struggled with guilt and shame 
at what he had done, a life ill at ease, seeking peace and 
redemption. A lost soul.  

When the story opens, the disciples are at loose ends--
not sure what to do or where to go. Suddenly, Simon Peter 
says, “I don’t know about you, but I am going fishing.” 
The others quickly join him. Maybe Peter was thinking of 
starting up the family business again. Peter, called by Jesus–
called to leave his nets and to fish for men and women–is 
out on the sea casting his nets for fish again. When things 
go wrong, there is something to be said for the familiar 
places and routines. I suspect it felt good to be on the sea 
again – to hear the sound of the nets slapping the water, 
to feel the waves rocking the boat, to see the moonlight 
casting shadows all about, and to hear the others talk about 
ordinary things.

They fish all night and catch nothing. Tired and 
frustrated, they listen to a voice from shore telling them 
where to cast the nets. Perhaps the stranger on the shore 
can see the school of fish churning the water and casting 
shadows on the sea. They do as he says. When the nets are 
overflowing, Peter realizes that the stranger is Jesus. In an 
ordinary moment and familiar action, he is awakened to 
the presence of the risen Lord. 

The Episcopal Priest Barbara Brown Taylor tells of 
the moment when she was awakened to a sense of God’s 
presence in her life. She grew up in the Ohio countryside. 
Her family became active in a Methodist congregation. 
The young single Methodist minister was a frequent visitor 
in her home.  Taylor remembers how he listened to her 
and took interest in the projects that excited a 7-year-old 
girl. One Sunday, she heard him talk about the beauty of 

God’s creation and how God cares for every part of it. In 
his sermon, he told of a young girl “who kept tadpoles in 
a birdbath so that she could watch over them until they 
turned into frogs.” Taylor writes about how important that 
moment was in her life.  “It was as if someone had turned 
on all the lights – not only to hear myself spoken of in 
church, but to hear that my life was a part of God’s life, and 
that something as ordinary as a tadpole connected the two. 
My friend’s words changed everything for me. I could no 
longer see myself or the least detail of my life in the same 
way again. When the service was over that day I walked out 
of it into a God-enchanted world, where I could not wait to 
find further clues to heaven on earth” (The Preaching Life, 
p. 15).

Peter discovers the Lord’s presence in the familiar places 
and activities of his life. When he discovers that the Lord is 
with them, it isn’t just fishing nets that are about to break 
open. Simon Peter’s life is breaking open too. Through the 
encounter with Jesus on the beach, nothing in his life will 
ever be the same. All that unfinished business swirling in his 
head will be resolved.  

When we are consumed by the heartbreak we have caused 
others, the misunderstandings, the missed opportunities, 
the betrayals and the broken promises, we wonder if things 
can ever be set right. God can surprise us with forgiving love 
and healing grace in the most ordinary places and in the 
daily routines. We may be making peanut butter and jelly 
sandwiches at the shelter when we hear a voice saying that we 
are forgiven. We may be driving down the road on another 
business trip lost in our troubled thoughts, when every 
blade of grass and every flowering tree catch fire with the 
presence of God. In that moment we come to see again that 
life is precious and worth living. We learn to say to another, 
without any pretense or defense, that we are sorry for the 
pain we have caused. In that holy moment, we experience 
the forgiving presence of the Lord. Such moments as these 
help us find ourselves and get our lives back on track.  

So it was for Peter. In a moment on the beach, Jesus 
touches the unfinished business and the loose ends of 
Peter’s life: 
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Simon, son of John, do you love me more than these? 
Yes, Lord, you know that I love you.
Feed my lambs.
Simon, son of John, do you love me?
Yes, Lord, you know that I love you. 
Tend my sheep.
Simon, son of John, do you love me?

Peter is hurt because Jesus asks the question a third time. 
We imagine that Peter remembers the night around the fire 
in the High Priest’s courtyard when three times he denied 
knowing the arrested Jesus. Now, Peter realizes that Jesus 
knows everything – his hope and his shame, even the dark 
places in his heart and his urgent desire to find himself. 

You know everything. You know that I love you. 
Feed my sheep.

What we cannot hear in the English version of this 
conversation is the shift that occurs in the Greek words 
Jesus and Peter use for sheep, knowing and love. While 
scholars may debate the subtle shifts in meaning that the 
changes in words suggest, no one can doubt that in this 
encounter Peter comes to understand that his true life is 
found in his relationship with Jesus and in caring for others. 

When the love of Jesus takes hold of our hearts it changes 
us and puts us on a new path. We know who we are and the 
surpassing worth of our lives. We are secure in him. All the 
loose ends and unfinished business of our lives are woven 
together and completed in Christ. When we love Jesus 
more than anything else, we too receive the call to tend 
his sheep. We follow in his footsteps. We have a vocation.  
Every Christian has a calling. Our calling is to be a follower 
of Jesus Christ. It is unfortunate that we have diminished 
the word “call” by using it to refer only of those called to 
the ministry of word and sacrament. Each one of us in 
this sanctuary has a call to ministry. We fulfill that calling 
whenever we live as disciples of Jesus Christ in our homes, 
our schools, our offices, and our relationships. In fact, the 
word vocation comes from the Latin word “to call.”  Our 
call is to be the people God created us to be. Our call is 
to let go of our fear, our indifference, our insecurity, our 
shame, and our uncertainty to find ourselves in following 
Jesus and in giving our lives to others. 

Sometimes we forget that the hard experiences, the 
mistakes, and even the failures of our lives are a necessary 
part of discovering who God wants us to be. It was true 
for Peter. It is true for us. Parker Palmer writes in his book, 
Let Your Life Speak, “Vocation does not come from a voice 
‘out there’ calling me to be something I am not. It comes 
from a voice ‘in here’ calling me to be the person I was born 

to be, to fulfill the original selfhood given me at birth by 
God.”(p. 10)  

The call of God is costly. Peter will discover that he 
will be carried where he does not wish to go. He will be 
crucified head down. Barbara Brown Taylor said that it 
didn’t take her long to find other signs of what it means to 
hear God’s call. The once peaceful congregation in Ohio, 
where she once learned to sense God’s presence in her life, 
erupted in a dispute over the Civil Rights when this young 
pastor insisted that the doors of the church were open to 
all. He was hanged in effigy and driven out of town. Taylor 
remembers, “I began to understand that God’s call was 
not only wonderful but also terrible (The Preaching Life, 
p. 15).” To answer God’s call is a wonderfully, terrifying 
adventure of faith.

Some years ago, the Sisters of Charity, a Catholic order, 
created a program in South Carolina to strengthen family 
life by empowering young men to be responsible fathers. I 
visited one of the meetings with dads who were between 
17 and 26 years old. Prior to participating in this program, 
some of these young fathers spent their time unemployed, 
hanging on the street, doing drugs and staying in trouble 
with the law. One young man had taken off from work 
to speak with the group. He wore work clothes that were 
splattered with paint. He began to tell how he never cared 
for anybody or anything including himself. He was lost, 
at loose ends with lots of unfinished business. When he 
got out of prison, he heard about this program that would 
pay him to learn a trade, get an education, and learn about 
himself. He joined the program. He learned carpentry and 
painting, but more than that he learned about himself, 
his family and his faith. A volunteer picked him up each 
day after work and brought him to the group. Surrounded 
by caring people, this young man became a Christian and 
took an active role in his children’s life.   

He said, “I learned to care for others. Before this, there 
was only me. Now I care what my children think and how 
they are doing. I want them to be proud of me. I can teach 
them things that nobody ever taught me. I am proud of 
these clothes. When people see me in these clothes, they 
see me as somebody who works hard and respects himself ” 
(Sisters of Charity, Fatherhood Project). 

Those paint splattered clothes looked to me like the 
dazzling white clothes the angels wore on Easter morning. 
In finding Jesus, he found a whole new life.  He found his 
true self.


