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 There is a wonderful poem by Louisa Tarkington that goes like this:  
 
 “I wish there were some wonderful place 

Called the Land of Beginning Again,  
Where all our mistakes and all our heartaches,  
And all our poor, selfish griefs 
Could be dropped, like a shabby old coat, at the door, 
And never put on again.” 

 
 Don’t you know Simon Peter had such a wish that night as he and six others are out on 
the Sea of Galilee fishing.  They have come back up seventy miles north of Jerusalem to Galilee 
to escape the caldron of confusion that had engulfed them in the aftermath of Jesus’ resurrection, 
back to the lake they knew so well.     
 

So much had happened so fast after that Sunday three days after Jesus was crucified.  
Mary had encountered Jesus in the Garden and talked with him.   Peter and John were both there 
earlier, but went away startled and confused. Later Peter saw him, three different times. Two 
others saw him and talked to him along a road to Emmaus, then recognized him as he joined 
them for supper.  A week later Thomas, who came to be known as the doubter, had a dramatic 
encounter with him and with bold words declared his faith in him, “My Lord and my God.” 
 
 Still, chaos and confusion reigned.  As this moment – now in the aftermath of another 
horrendous school shooting in Uvalde Texas. Confusion, grief and anger reigns in this nation – 
that we who have protected this world from tyranny cannot protect own little children from being 
murdered. What did it all mean?  Were these experiences of resurrection real or simply dreams 
and visions?  With a cluttered mind, trying to sort it all out, and still heavy with guilt for having 
turned his back on his friend in the dark that night they took Jesus away, Peter says, “I’m getting 
out of here.  I’m going fishing.  Who’s up for going with me.  Resurrection I don’t understand.  
Fishing I do.   I’m going back to what has always been real and manageable, and profitable for 
me.  I’m going back to my old way of life. 
 
 We really don’t know whether Peter intended to withdraw from discipleship completely 
or simply go on a brief retreat, space, quiet, the calm of the lake, summer time, to think this 
through, or maybe not to think at all.  In any event they get in a boat and fish all night.  And they 
catch nothing.  Nothing.  Experienced Galilean fishermen who knew all the best spots, who most 
always brought in a catch, catch nothing.  It is as if to show them that on their own they are 
helpless.  Remember Jesus had said at his last meal with them, “Apart from me you can do 
nothing.”i   
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Now just at daybreak, off along the Galilean shore, stands a Stranger, watching them.  
Intent on them.  The Stranger is Jesus, though, the disciples do not recognize him.  He calls out 
to them, “Children, (such a loving intimate term,) children you have no fish, have you?”  “No” 
they answer dejectedly.  “Cast the net on to the right side of the boat, and you will find some.”   

 
 Expecting little, hoping for less, tired, frustrated from their empty night on the water, they 
nevertheless do as he says, and lo and behold, a vast catch.   So many fish fill their net that they 
cannot haul it in.  
 

I 
 Here the movement FROM LONELINESS TO LOYALTY, as Jesus extends to them   

A WELCOME.  It begins with direction on where the fish are,” throw your nets on the right 
side of the boat,” and then continues with a warm welcome on the shore, and an invitation to 
come and have breakfast.  Fish and bread are grilling over a glowing charcoal fire.   It is 
interesting that John offers so many little details, like this, that the fire on the shore is a charcoal 
fire, even as the fire in front of which Peter earlier denied knowing Jesus was a charcoal fire.   
 

John is a master storyteller.  This story is John’s attempt to bring closure to these strange 
resurrection appearances and explain how the young church was continuing now some years 
later, one or two maybe three generations after Jesus had been raised.  There was no immediate 
second coming as they had expected.  John here describes the ongoing life and calling of the 
believers, of the church after Jesus ascension until his coming again.  It starts with this 
WELCOME. 
 
 Despite the sense of failure Peter particularly feels, alienated, the others too, but Peter 
first and foremost, because except for Judas who betrayed him and had left them, and left this 
world altogether, Peter is the only one who actually verbally lied about knowing him, lied not 
once but three times.  “I do not know the man!”  And not to intimidating powerful authorities but 
to a lowly slave in the courtyard outside the house where they took Jesus after they arrested him.   
 

So much is weighing down on Peter.  He had so horribly let his Friend and Master down, 
and then the cock had crowed that shrill cry confirming what Jesus foretold. Peter, in spite of his 
protests, had in fact denied even knowing Jesus.  Peter is so sorrowful, broken-hearted and 
ashamed. Was there any going back, any restoration, for him?   
 
 But then, on the shore, as the sun began to break across the horizon, I have seen the 
sunrise across the Sea of Galilee - a moving technicolor inspiring event - squinting and looking 
hard, John – the beloved disciple suddenly recognizes, “It is the Lord!”  Instantly, he throws his 
shirt on, jumps into the lake, and swims furiously to shore a hundred yards away, Others follow 
along in the boat.   
 
 The warm welcome Jesus began with his fishing tips now grows as he invites them all to 
come and have breakfast. Fish, bread grilling, the others follow along, heaving the big net full of 
153 fish they have caught.  Another interesting detail.   You see at that time the Greeks had 
cataloged 153 known varieties of fish in the sea.  This is an abundant catch.  This is a complete 
catch, as if to say, all are welcome to come and encounter and live for the Living Lord.  No one 
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will be excluded no one will be turned away, who will come.  And get this, despite so many fish, 
the net did not break.  Jesus welcomes all and provides for all.  “No one who comes to me will I 
cast out,” he said.   
 
 “Bring some of the fish you have just caught,” Jesus says, he welcomes their needed 
contribution to what is about to be offered. The fire is warm, the coals glowing, and Jesus, who 
so often revealed himself and had his most significant conversations at a meal or a party now 
offers this welcome nourishment, breakfast cooked and ready.  Fish and bread hot and delicious.  
They all eat until they are fully satisfied.  No one is left out.   
 
 Imagine the difference Jesus’ presence has now made, from depressed despondent 
fishermen up all night fleeing chaos in Jerusalem, hungry, tired, catching nothing, to now well 
fed and content persons all because of the presence of the Risen Lord.  “All is well, and all 
manner of thing shall be well.”   
 
 Historian Jon Meachem, in some meditations he wrote for a Good Friday service in New 
York City, describes poignantly this sense of well-being they are feeling in the presence of the 
Risen Lord as he the hard-probing investigating historian, describes the experience of also being 
a committed Christian. 
 

“In my own life, whenever I fall short of the mark, or hurt someone, or do those things 
which I ought not to have done, I tend to do so because of the sin of pride…   One way to 
set things right again is to return to Golgotha, and to the Lord of history and of love who 
died there.  His story – of resurrection amid death and of love amid hate – gives hope to 
the fearful, redemption to the fallen, and order to chaos.  And there can be no greater 
story than that.  
 
It is a story about reversal.  It is not about denying the realities of life, nor is it about 
escaping into a fairyland.  It is, rather, about acknowledging the inevitability of crisis and 
affirming the hope of renewal.  It is about enduring in the confidence that the truth of 
Jesus Christ shapes and suffuses life on earth and beyond.”ii 

 
  
 

II 
The movement FROM LONELINESS TO LOYALTY begins as a WELCOME is 

extended, and goes on FROM EXCLUSION TO INCLUSION as A QUESTION IS ASKED.  
This sense of well-being and contentment continues as Jesus now has a private heart-to-heart 
with Peter.  Rather formally, Jesus asks him, “Simon son of John, do you love me more than 
these?”  More than fishing, or more than money, more than your wife or your mother-in-law, 
more than always having to be at the front of the line ahead of everyone else.  Remember how 
when Peter and John were racing to the tomb on Easter morning John got there first, but bold 
brash Peter pushed his way inside the tomb ahead of John, yet understood nothing of what he 
saw.   
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 Sort of reminds me of our twin boys.  When they were little, about four, Stuart just had to 
be out front.  If we were biking over to see the ducks on Bayou Desiard and they were coming 
along riding their training wheel equipped bikes, Stuart just had to be out front.  Peter could have 
cared less.  Peter was the creative spirit who out in left field in the soft ball game, was picking 
clover and counting the leaves.   
 
 Jesus asks this Peter do you love me more than everything and every one else.  Peter 
declares, “Yes Lord, you know that I love you.”  “Feed my sheep,” Jesus instructs.  Again, Jesus 
asks him the same thing, “Do you love me?”   Again, Peter answers, yes Jesus says “Tend my 
sheep.”  Jesus asks him yet a third time.   By this time Peter is feeling hurt, and he says to Jesus, 
recognizing his all-knowing all-seeing providence, “Lord, you know everything; you know that I 
love you.”  Jesus again answers, “Feed my sheep.”   
 
 Why the repetition? This is the land of beginning again.  Jesus is here restoring Peter to 
his role as faithful witness.  He is rehabilitating him after his terrible denial.  Jesus wants Peter to 
learn, even as he had three times denied his Lord now he has three times professed his love for 
his Lord.  Interesting too, that Jesus asks “Do you love me,” not “do you believe in me.”  For so 
often faith begins with our coming to love before our coming to believe.   
 

It’s easier to love our way into believing than it is to believe our way into loving.  That’s 
so true.  If you want to help your friend or family member take a step forward in faith begin by 
really loving them.  Amid all the rancor and polarization in religion and politics these days, 
what’s the most convincing and converting thing we can do?  Love one another. Simple. 
Profound. Powerful. The power of love. 

 
We will rarely argue someone into believing, though we just may love a person into 

wanting to know more about a God who really loves through the love they have felt from us.  
“They will know we are Christians by our love.”  Henri Nouwen writes,  

 
“The most important thing you can say about God’s love is that God loves us not because 
of anything we’ve done to earn that love, but because God, in total freedom, has decided 
to love us.   
 
Everything Jesus has done, said and undergone is meant to show us that the love we most 
long for is given to us by God not because we’ve deserved it, but because God is a God 
of love.”iii 
 
Restored to his sense of personhood and place with Jesus, his identity in the family, 

welcomed, loved and loving, ransomed, healed, restored, forgiven, his wounds bandaged over, 
now Peter is being charged to take what he has been given, that love he has for Jesus, and let it 
flow out to the sheep.  Reach out to the struggling flock and take care of them, feed them, nurture 
them.  Become a restorer. 

 
III 

 This is instruction not for Peter only, not for pastors and church leaders only, but for us 
all.  God’s people who love Jesus, are to look around and reach out beyond our comfort zone 
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with extraordinary love. Moving from LONLINESS TO LOYALTY A WELCOME HAS 
BEEN EXTENDED, MOVING FROM EXCLUSION TO INCLUSION A QUESTION 
HAS BEEN ASKED, and mov FROM EMPTINESS TO FULFILMENT a TASK IS 
GIVEN.   
 
 It is our task on the other side of Jesus’ ascension so now he can be with us through the 
Holy Spirit. 
 
 That task is a big one, though it starts with simple acts each day.  We have, as, Peter has, 
a task to be done. FEED THE SHEEP.   At this point Peter looks around and sees John, “the 
disciple Jesus loved following them.”  Peter asks, “Well what about him?”  There is some 
competition some rivalry going on here between Peter and John.  You see - there were two 
schools of thought going on in the early church at that time, those who were following Peter and 
those who were following John.  Jesus says, there is room in the church for all.  Catholics, 
Presbyterians, Baptists, Pentecostals, non-denoms, all. 
 
 Jesus says, “Peter, it is none of your business!  Don’t measure yourself up against the 
discipleship of another. John has his path, you have your path.  Whether John lives to be an old 
man, as he in fact does, and whether Peter is dramatically martyred some years later, as he was in 
Rome.  (Scholars believe that he is buried beneath the church in Rome that bears his name.)  The 
important thing is, do not compare yourself to some other Christian, or to some other 
denomination, you have your task, which is to reflect my love and my truth to this needy world 
where you are.” 
 
 A few weeks ago, a dear friend from way back 44 years ago when we were housemates in 
Washington, D.C. was in town.  Bill Haslam is a businessman from Knoxville who served for 
eight years until 2019 as Governor of Tennessee, and for eight years before that as Mayor of 
Knoxville. Bill has recently served as president of Young Life International’s Ministry to Youth. 
He’s the real deal. Bill has a deep genuine faith, a sense that he was called to serve in each of 
these roles for a particular season.  He is convinced that it is important for Christians to be 
involved in the public arena as salt and light and not withdraw into closed holy huddles.  Bill 
writes in his autobiography, 
 

“My reason for being in the public square was my desire to be faithful to what I thought 
God was leading me to do.  Our best public servants are those who are there to serve.”iv 
 
Dear friends you are not Bill Haslam, you are not Peter or John or Mary or Martha.  You 

are you. I am me. And God has a purposeful will for us all in our unique life.  He longs to live in 
us and work through us.  He welcomes us back to himself, and then asks us, do we really love 
him enough to make space and time for him, to grow spiritually with him, then to reach out in 
love to others for him? 

 
 As one preacher put it like this: 
 
Through Jesus - “(God)give(s) us a peace, a clarity, and a richness of life we won’t find 
any other way.  But we won’t find it by trying to get all our own little needs met, but by 
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giving ourselves to a revolutionary love and a healing cause that will pull out all that is 
best for us.”v 
 
And that, my friends, is the wonderful way to the land of beginning again, which is Jesus’ 
way of love. Won’t you begin again today? 
 
Amen. 

 
 
 

i John 15:5 
ii Joh Meachem, p.69 
iii Henri Nouwen, Beauty of the Beloved, p.93-93 
iv Bill Haslam, Faithful Presence, p.202 
v Samuel Lloyd III, Soundings for the Journey, p.23 

                                                      


