John 21.1–19

Sermon preached by Anthony Freeman at Holy Cross, Crediton, 22.4.07

The passage we have just heard is St John’s equivalent of the Emmaus Road story in Luke (24.13–35). The events described are different, but there are many similar elements — more than you might think until you start looking for them.

First, there is a small group of disciples out of doors, trying to pick up the threads of normal life after the devastation of Good Friday. Second, there is an apparently chance encounter with a stranger, not initially recognized as the risen Jesus. Third, the still unrecognized stranger gives help to the disciples — in the one case help in understanding the scriptures (spiritual food, if you like); in the other case help in locating a shoal of fish (physical food). Fourth, there is a meal including bread. Fifth there is an act of recognition, which sixth, is accompanied by an unusual aspect that to some extent negates it: at Emmaus the Lord is no sooner recognized than he disappears; on the beach there is the curious statement by John: “None of the disciples dared ask him, ‘Who are you?’ because they knew it was the Lord.” That gets odder the more you think about it.

The Emmaus road story very clearly points to the eucharist as the place where Christ is encountered: the exposition of scripture, the breaking of bread, the awareness of the divine presence, and the return to normal conditions. This morning’s gospel is less obviously Eucharistic, until you recall that in the strongly Eucharistic accounts of the feeding of the 5000 it is bread and fish rather than bread and wine that are used, and also bear in mind that in the Roman catacombs the wall paintings of the Last Supper depict bread and fish also.

But John is not one to be content with two layers of meaning where four are possible. So as well as drawing on Luke’s account of the Lord’s appearance to his disciples at Easter, he takes in elements of Luke’s unique version of the original call of the disciples as well. This enables him to do two things: first to add a baptismal dimension to the Eucharistic one , giving this morning’s reading sacramental overtones through and through; and second to portray the post-resurrection appearance at the lakeside as a kind of recommissioning of the disciples — above all of Peter — after their lamentable failure at the time of Jesus’ arrest and execution.

To interpret Peter’s diving into the sea to be first to reach Jesus as a symbol of Christian baptism is fairly obvious, but could be seen as reading to much into a simple and not unexpected action from this notoriously impetuous disciple. But one detail actually is unexpected, even bizarre. John particularly emphasizes that before jumping into the water Peter puts on his clothes. Any sensible person would take their clothes off before swimming, so we are on the alert to see this as a symbolic action and indeed it is. In the early church, the putting on of new clothes — symbolizing the putting on of a new life in Christ — was almost as important a part of baptism as the washing itself. So Peter’s otherwise inexplicable action confirms that the whole incident is to be interpreted symbolically as baptism, which is then followed by the symbolic Eucharistic meal on the shore.

Finally there is the recommissioning — the re-calling if you like — of Peter. Luke alone among the evangelists told how at the time of the original call of the disciples the Lord had enabled the four fisherman to make a miraculous catch having toiled all night to no avail (Luke 5.4–11). John imports that story here, and underlines the point by mentioning that Nathaniel was present in the boat. Nathaniel is only mentioned elsewhere in the whole bible at one place: the beginning of John’s gospel, as part of John’s very different account of the call of the disciples (John 1.35–51). To us it sounds contrived; to John’s first audience this kind of allusion and parallelism is exactly what their rabbis had trained them to look for.

And so we get to the climax. Three times had Peter denied that he knew Jesus. Now, relentlessly — and in spite of the obvious hurt it is causing — Jesus forces him to undo that denial by answering a further three times the repeated question: Simon son of John, do you love me? Not “Peter, do you love me? — he must re-earn that Christian name — but Simon son of John (his birth name), do you love me? Then the threefold commission, feed my lambs, tend my sheep, feed my sheep; and last of all: Follow me.

In this last account of Peter and the other disciples with Jesus, John is not just telling of a past event. He is also — much more importantly — laying down the pattern of discipleship for all his readers, including ourselves: Hearing the word, “It is the Lord!”; responding by putting on a new life in baptism; being sustained in that life through the eucharist; and in its spiritual strength responding daily to the Lord’s call: Follow me.

