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Following the first experience of resurrection on Easter morning, the gospels mention a few 

other encounters that the disciples have with the risen Christ. In John’s gospel, Jesus appeared 

first to Mary Magdalene at the tomb in the garden. Later that day, he appeared to the rest of his 

disciples, except for Thomas. A week later, he then appeared to doubting Thomas when he was 

with the others. Each of these appearances in John’s gospel happens in the vicinity of Jerusalem. 

 

In today’s lesson, however, it appears that seven of these faithful disciples of Jesus have returned 

to the region of the Sea of Galilee, or the Sea of Tiberias as it is also known. They are back up 

north in the place where Jesus spent most of his life and ministry, looking out over the shores of 

the sea. Listen to a portion of this post-resurrection sighting in John 21:1-8. 

 

After these things Jesus showed himself again to the disciples by the Sea of 

Tiberias; and he showed himself in this way. Gathered there together were Simon 

Peter, Thomas called the Twin, Nathanael of Cana in Galilee, the sons of 

Zebedee, and two others of his disciples. Simon 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. 

 

Just after daybreak, Jesus stood on the beach; but the disciples did not know that 

it was Jesus. Jesus said to them, “Children, you have no fish, have you?” They 

answered him, “No.” He 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. That 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. But 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. 

 

* * * * * 

 

There is not much that is more disappointing than to go fishing and come up empty handed at the 

end of the trip. At least ten or twelve years ago now, I took my niece Breanna out fishing for her 

first time. We were on a family vacation with our extended family in Tennessee and happened to 
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be along one of my favorite trout streams. I bought a new pole to make sure that Breanna was all 

set up. In fact, when I said that we were going out, the whole family thought it would be fun to 

join us. They wanted to watch us and get pictures of Breanna’s first fishing trip. 

 

I had searched out a nice place along the river where the local hatchery often released trout at 

various times throughout the year. I was quite hopeful that she would catch something so that she 

would enjoy our time together and want to go again some day. Besides, fishing is always better 

when you catch something. 

 

That afternoon, several of us helped Breanna cast her line into the stream a few times. In no time 

at all, Breanna had caught her first fish. It was a beautiful rainbow trout. I stopped fishing for a 

moment to take pictures and capture the moment together with her. As my brother, Breanna’s 

father, reset her line, I cast my line back into the stream. She fished for a little while longer and 

then she was on to other interests. That’s what five year olds do, isn’t it? 

 

Friends, I want you to know that I fished all afternoon long after that and never caught a thing. I 

even stayed a little longer than the rest of the family who left. That afternoon, my brother, who 

happens to be just as competitive as I am, laughed at how his daughter showed up her uncle on 

her first fishing trip. 

 

There is not much that is more disappointing than to go fishing and come up empty handed at the 

end of the trip, except perhaps when your young niece catches a fish and you don’t. 

 

My grandfather always loved a good fishing story whenever we were out fishing together. If we 

caught nothing, he would remind me of the old fisherman who went out fishing and always 

seemed to catch his limit. One day, a conservation officer got wind of this guy whose luck or 

skill never seemed to run out. So he asked the fisherman if he could go out fishing with him. 

 

When the fisherman agreed, the two headed out in the fisherman’s boat early the next morning.  

On the way out onto the lake, the conservation officer asked the fisherman how he always 

seemed to catch his limit whenever he went out fishing. The fisherman didn’t say anything at all.  

As they arrived at a particular part of the lake, however, the old fisherman reached down into a 

bag that he had brought with him, pulled out a stick of dynamite, lit it, and threw it into the 

water. When the dynamite went off a few seconds later, several dead fish came up to the surface.  

The fisherman grabbed his net, scooped up the fish, and put them into the boat. 

 

Watching this, the officer said, “Sir, what you’ve done is illegal. Fishing with dynamite breaks 

just about every law in the books. You’re going to go to jail for this, not to mention the fines that 

you’ll be charged. I should arrest you right now.” 

 

The old fisherman looked at the conservation officer, reached down into his bag again, pulled out 

a stick of dynamite and, lighting it, handed it to the officer, saying, “Did you come out here to 

talk or to fish?” 

 

In our lesson today, the disciples have returned to the region of Galilee and it seems clear they 

are going out to fish. Following their resurrection experiences with Jesus, they end up going back 
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home. Even Thomas, the doubter, who was given the opportunity to see for himself, to touch the 

nail marks in Jesus’ hands and to place his hand in Jesus’ pierced side, has returned to business 

as usual. For almost three years now, they had followed Jesus and participated in his ministry.  

They watched, even if from afar, when he was betrayed, condemned, and crucified. They had 

heard of the empty tomb. In fact, Peter and John saw it for themselves. All of them had now 

experienced the risen Christ at least once. This should have been a life-changing experience for 

them. 

 

Yet, in today’s lesson, we do not find them preaching in Jerusalem. We do not find them healing 

the sick. We do not find them doing what we might anticipate disciples would do when they 

realized that Jesus was alive. They are not even teaching or praying at the Temple. Following the 

exciting news that Jesus is alive, they have returned to their home territory around the Sea of 

Galilee. Looking out onto the Sea, Peter says, “I am going fishing.” 

 

Fishing, it’s what Peter always did best…at least before he met Jesus. It’s what he knew! Perhaps 

still trying to understand what the resurrection means for himself, he heads back towards home 

and, standing on the shores of the Sea of Galilee, decides to return to what he had done before he 

encountered Jesus on those shores…fishing for fish! 

 

As Peter makes his way out onto the lake, six of the disciples accompany him. John tells us that 

they fished all night long in that boat and still caught nothing. These experienced fishermen 

spend the entire night fishing with nothing to show for it when the day breaks. You can almost 

guess how frustrated and exhausted they are as they call it “quits” the next morning. They had 

returned to what they knew best and now they couldn’t even succeed at that. This is not the most 

successful way to start out their careers in ministry now that Jesus has risen from the grave, is it?  

If this is who Jesus had hoped would communicate the gospel to the world, they are still 

struggling to get the job done. 

 

Today is Confirmation Sunday at Birmingham First. It’s the day that 24 of our middle school 

students will reaffirm or affirm their baptismal vows and then take the vows of membership in 

The United Methodist Church. As we come to this time in the lives of our students, I wonder if 

we might understand a little of what the disciples were experiencing following their first Easter 

experiences. 

 

It’s quite possible that, with the disciples, we came to our own confirmation knowing a great 

high point in our faith journey just as they did following that their first experiences of the risen 

Christ.  Confirmation comes and we feel close to God because we have journeyed with others to 

explore our faith and come to this place where we claim our faith for ourselves. The faith that 

others had proclaimed for us at our baptisms is now ours because, like the disciples, we’ve had 

our own faith experiences; we’ve had our own encounters with Jesus. 

 

Almost like a graduation, confirmation and moments when we reaffirm our faith feel like an 

accomplishment that completes a portion of our faith journey. Yet, it is not the end, for we have 

our whole lives before us, just as the disciples had their whole lives and ministries before them.  

In these moments in our lives, it’s easy for us to wonder with them, “We’ve seen Jesus. We’ve 

joined onto the mission. So now what? What happens next?” And just as they headed out onto 
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the Sea of Galilee, back to what they knew, so, too, we head back out into the waters of what we 

know following our high moments of faith, uncertain of what to do next; uncertain of what to do 

with all that we have experienced. 

 

Perhaps our confirmands ask that today. “I’ve been confirmed, now what? What’s next?” It’s 

easy for all of us to do this as we face what we have come to know in life versus the unknown, 

uncharted territory of the new life to which we are called in Jesus Christ. 

 

As the night came to an end for the disciples who came up empty handed, a man appeared on the 

shoreline calling out to them. “Children, you have no fish, have you?” I wonder if there is 

anything worse than someone standing on the shore when you’re out in the boat, rubbing in the 

reality of our current experience. I can almost imagine how Peter and his colleagues felt as they 

answered, “No,” in return. Thanks for pointing out the obvious, right?  It’s like rubbing salt in 

the wound as they’re still trying to figure out what happens next in their lives. 

 

To make matters worse, this unknown man on the shore gives them some advice, “Cast the net to 

the right side of the boat, and you will find some.” John tells us that they heeded the advice and 

did just that. Fishing all night long, surely they sent the nets out all around them, right? Or could 

it be, as some might suggest, that Jesus was encouraging the disciples to cast their nets towards 

the Gentile side of the lake, towards a different area; to take the gospel to the rest of the world.  

Did you notice that John calls this the “Sea of Tiberias”? That’s the Gentile name for the Sea of 

Galilee. John intends to reach out to the rest of the world with his gospel message so that all 

might see and believe. 

 

In either case, Jesus encourages these disciples to give it one more shot, to broaden the scope of 

their ministry, to move them beyond their present experience, so that they might experience 

again the power of the new life that he brings to them. When they cast out their nets one more 

time, they are filled so full that the disciples are not able to haul it all into their boat. 

 

In this moment, John, the beloved disciple, recognizes the guy that made the suggestion from the 

shore. He cries out to Peter, “It is the Lord!” as yet again they see and experience the risen 

Christ. 

 

When they had returned to what they knew best instead of stepping out into the new life to which 

they were called, Jesus meets them by the shore of the sea, calling out to them yet again. When 

they thought they knew all there was to know about fishing, Jesus meets them at the shore of the 

sea calling out to them yet again to expand their horizons. When they felt as if they had simply 

experienced resurrection and they didn’t know what to do next, Jesus meets them at the shore of 

the sea, moving them into the world in the power of the resurrection. 

 

Friends, how often are we like these disciples in our own journeys of faith? We seek to be 

faithful disciples of Jesus Christ and find ourselves facing the Sea of Galilee. The last thing that 

we want to do is to come in with empty nets. Perhaps we, too, have been fishing all night long, 

thinking we’re doing the right things, but still we don’t see so much as a minnow come into the 

boat. We’ve seen the risen Christ and our faith is reaffirmed, but the journey of faith is long. It 

takes a lifetime, in fact. Sometimes we forget what those great faith experiences were like. 
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In those moments that you’ve been fishing all night and have nothing to show, look to the 

shoreline. For at the shore, there stands One who meets us when we’ve returned to what we 

know to call us into the new life that we have yet to fully experience. At the shore, there stands 

the risen Christ, who invites us to generously throw out our nets that we might generously 

receive all that God places into our care. At the shore stands the One who not only knows 

resurrection, but is resurrection and life abundant. There, at the shore, we discover the one who 

has been watching us all night long and will not leave us feeling empty handed. 

 

In the journey of faith, you will encounter those moments when you feel as if you’ve fished all 

night long and come up empty handed because you’ve gone back to what you know. Yet, know 

this: when you do just that, Jesus stands at the shore, calling out to me and to you, offering 

another glimpse of resurrection. 

 


