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Acts 5:27-32, 40-41; Revelation 5:11-14; John 21:1-19; Psalm 30, I will praise you, God, because you have saved me. 

Let me read you the conclusion of John’s Gospel, which we actually heard last week, just after the story of Thomas and Jesus in the Upper Room. Here we go, John 20:30-31:

Now Jesus did many other signs in the presence of his disciples which are not even written in this book. But these have been 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.

So that is called The Conclusion. But not unlike our modern day TV advertising, the Gospel actually goes on … BUT WAIT, There’s More!!! For some reason or another, after its conclusion in Chapter 20, John’s Gospel continues with one last story before it really, truly, finally ends at Chapter 21, verse 25.


The story we heard today is often called the Epilogue of John’s Gospel. No one really knows for sure why it’s there; but clearly, it’s been tacked on to the original Gospel for some reason. Some biblical scholars think it’s a fragment of yet another gospel tradition that was added on to John’s Gospel because that Gospel ended with too much snooze and not enoughsizzle. So some scripture scholars believe that it was added at a later time to give John’s Gospel a little more jazz, one more impressive post-resurrection appearance by Jesus. 

We’ll probably never know for sure why this last chapter was added to John’s Gospel at some later date. But what we can be pretty sure of is that in the largest scheme of things, there is wisdom in this story as there is wisdom in all of our holy scriptures. There are life lessons to be learned, so let’s look at a few.


First, let’s look at how OK it is to just to be our everyday human selves. In Chapter 20 of John’s Gospel, we read that Jesus has just given his followers the Great Commission, and we hear him say in the Upper Room:

Peace be with you.

As the Father has sent me, so I am sending you.

Receive the Holy Spirit.

If you forgive anyone’s sins, they are forgiven.

If you retain anyone’s sins, they are retained.

And his followers’  response? Well, the next words we hear Peter saying are, “I’m going fishing.”  And as for the rest of those commissioned to save the world? “Wait up, Peter, we’ll go with you.” 

This reminds me very much of the Buddhist teaching on the humble nature of life that says, After ecstasy, the laundry. Or another teaching that says, O Joy of Joys! I carry water, I chop wood! To be human is to be holy, whether we are doing the laundry, chopping wood, carrying water, or going fishing right after being commissioned by Jesus to preach the Good News to the world. As Rabbi Abraham Heschel used to say, “Just to be is a blessing. Just to live is holy.”  

Next, let’s look at how Jesus invites each of us to be part of God’s Kin-dom. We all know that our scriptures are loaded with mysterious numbers that scripture scholars are always trying to figure out. In today’s Gospel, we heard that when Jesus commanded the fishermen to lower their nets, they caught exactly 153 fish – not 152 or 154 but exactly 153. 
What the heck does that mean? In his scripture commentary, St. Augustine pointed out that the numbers from 1 through 17 add up to 153, and there were 17 major nations in the world at the time he was writing. St. Jerome taught that exactly 153 species of fish were known to the world at that time. So maybe that 153 is a number that meant infinity to the writers of this Gospel. Maybe the number 153 meant that every, single person who ever was or ever will be is called to be part of God’s Kin-dom. Maybe all 153 of us are in that net together, all of us being drawn to God in a net that, miraculously, doesn’t break and that holds us all safe as one, 
And lastly, let’s look at how redemption works. I love today’s Gospel for lots of reasons. But I admit, it also makes me very uncomfortable. Like Peter, I’m aware that over a lifetime, I have done things to others that make me want to avert my eyes from their gaze. Perhaps like Peter, I’m aware of my fear that I will never be the same person  in their eyes again, after whatever it is I’ve  have done to them. I have felt  that way with friends and family. And I have felt that way with God. Maybe you have had the same experience.


But here’s where redemption comes in. What a great story, Jesus giving Peter three shots at erasing his three denials in the courtyard on the day of Jesus’ death. Do you love me? Yes, I love you. Three times, and Peter is square with Jesus again. But I have read that our  English translation of the original Greek loses some of the nuances  of this triple questioning. In Greek, the progression of Jesus’ three questions sounds a little more like this:

First Question … Peter, do you love me purely and wholly, with your full heart and soul?
And however Peter responds, it leads Jesus to ask the question this way a second time:
Second Question …OK, well then Peter, then do you love me a lot?
Once again, whatever Peter says leads Jesus to his final question.
Third Question …Well OK, how about this – Peter, are you still my friend?
Peter answers a third time, and this answer seems to do the trick, because the questioning stops.  
In the original Greek, Jesus lowers the bar for Peter with each question. Jesus goes from expecting the total, selfless purity of agape love to the more accessible human form of filial love. In other words, Jesus meets Peter where he is. 
Peter’s responses to Jesus’ questions result in Jesus saying twice, Tend my sheep. But it’s only Peter’s third response to which Jesus says Feed my sheep. In Peter’s honesty about his limitations in his ability to love Jesus – Peter can do filios but not agape --  he is promoted from a mere caretaker of the sheep, to the one who will feed them, care for them, be a good shepherd. 

And that, my friends, is redemption. It’s about our being honest with God about exactly where we are … and God’s giving us the grace to move forward from that spot. No judgment, no punishment, just God’s accepting us where we are, and giving us the grace to keep on keepin’ on. It’s no coincidence that after this act of redemption, compassion, mercy, forgiveness – call it what you will – Peter eventually winds up before the Sanhedrin, testifying to the love of Christ in a courageous way we could never have predicted from his behavior in the courtyard on Good Friday.

So the Epilogue to John’s Gospel tacked on three great truths that someone thought needed to be added before the Gospel was really finished:

1. God made us to be our everyday selves, to be just who and what we are, to carry water and chop wood.

2. God intends for each and every one of us to be in the Kin-dom, no exceptions, all 153 of us fish, all caught in the net together. And

3. God will always give us the grace to be who we’re called to be, even if we reject that grace now and again. 
Here is the second and final conclusion to John’s Gospel, John 21:25:

There was much else that Jesus did; if it were written down in detail, I do not suppose the world itself would hold all the books that would be written. 

Every day we struggle to be human beings who are loving and compassionate and just and courageous in doing good. Perhaps, in the end, our lives are those books yet to be written. 
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