
“Follow Me”   The Rev. Sara J. (Sally) Hughes 

John 21: 1 – 19          May 3, 2020 

 

Sometimes it’s fun to know the little details that go 

into a Bible story, like the fact that it was common in 

first century Palestine for folks to go fishing at night, 

not always, but if the moon was full and the night 

sky was clear, it was a great opportunity to catch 

some fish for dinner or to sell.   

 

Or that the charcoal fire that Jesus built on the beach 

wasn’t from the mineral, but from hard wood that 

had been burned into charred bits that created an 

even temperature for cooking. 

 

Or that we don’t really have any sense of timing in 

this story—it could have a week after Jesus appeared 

to all of the disciples, including Thomas.  It could 

have been two weeks, thus creating in Peter an 

impatience to have something to do, “I’m going 

fishing…who’s with me?” 

 

We do know that this story begins just before dawn, 

after the disciples have fished all night and caught 

nothing.  If you aren’t an early riser, I will tell you 

that just before dawn it’s pretty dark, very dark.  

When I go to the beach, I get up before dawn to 

watch the sunrise and it can be treacherous to walk 

on the beach, one can stumble and fall over shells 

that appear or critters that are just as startled as I 

am.  There are birds but it’s too dark to make out 

what kind of birds, so it’s no surprise that when 

Jesus called out to his fisherman-disciples, they 



didn’t know who he was.  They could only see the 

form of someone on the beach.  Plus, the crashing of 

the waves and the wind was loud so they didn’t 

recognize his voice when he called out, “Children, 

you have no fish, have you?” 

 

They may have wondered how he could see that 

they had no fish, 100 yards away, but no matter, 

they were headed into shore anyway with their 

empty nets.  “No,” they called back.  And the man on 

the shore suggested, “Cast your net on the right side 

of the boat and you’ll catch some.”   

 

Why not?  If they caught even one fish, it would be 

better than no fish so they did as the stranger on the 

shore suggested, and all of the sudden, their net was 

so full, the seven strong men couldn’t haul it in, and 

while they were trying to figure out a solution to this 

happy problem, one disciple, the disciple whom 

Jesus loved, said, “It’s the Lord!”  and Peter reacted 

to this news by throwing on some clothes before 

jumping into the water to swim to shore. 

 

More details—no one knows the true identity of the 

disciple whom Jesus loved, although many suspect it 

was John, the writer of the gospel.  And why Peter 

would put ON his clothes before jumping in the 

ocean and swimming to shore inexplicable.  It would 

make more sense for the naked Peter to jump in the 

water, swim to shore and cover up when he arrived.   

 

At any rate, we get the picture of an excited group of 

disciples who are holding onto a net full of fish, 



trying to figure out how to bring it to shore along 

with Peter jumping into the water.  There’s a lot of 

splashing about and yelling and the boat was no 

doubt rocking from side to side and it was just 

chaos.  The calm of daybreak meets all the motions 

that accompany the sun coming up. 

 

They all arrived at the fire, bringing Jesus some of 

their fresh catch to add to the fish he was cooking on 

the charcoal fire.  It’s just the crackling of the fire, 

and the sizzle of the fish cooking, and the sound of 

bread tearing and then that moment in a meal when 

everyone is eating, and the food is so good, and 

everyone is quiet as they enjoy the meal.  You know 

that moment as the conversation stops and people 

are quietly united in the pleasure of good eating. 

 

It would be nice if the story ended there, everyone 

together on the beach, reunited with Jesus, enjoying 

a meal that he cooked and served to them. 

 

But Jesus broke the tranquility of that meal by 

asking Peter, “Do you love me more than these?”  

And while Peter may have been a little startled or 

maybe a little sleepy after fishing all night and eating 

a good breakfast, he answered, “Yes, Lord, you know 

that I love you.”  “Then, feed my lambs,” Jesus said. 

 

Jesus asked a second question, perhaps waiting a 

minute or two or ten.  “Simon, son of John, do you 

love me?” And again Peter answered honestly, “You 

know I love you,” and Jesus said, “Then take care of 

my sheep.” 



 

After a minute or two or ten, Jesus asked, “Simon, 

son of John, do you love me?”  And this time, Peter 

was not only wide awake but feeling perplexed and 

sad and maybe, just maybe, a little annoyed.  He’d 

already answered that question twice…why was 

Jesus asking that question a third time? 

 

So Peter threw in a little zinger—if we can imagine 

one of Jesus’ disciples throwing a little zinger at 

Jesus—“Lord, you know everything; therefore you 

know I love you.”  And Jesus’ reply was, “Feed my 

sheep.”  Then he told a little story about how Peter 

could choose his own way when he was younger, but 

now, in his adult years, he’s going to have to go 

places he might not want to go.”  And Jesus 

concluded with, “Follow me.” 

 

There are perfectly lovely times in our lives which we 

hope will never end.  The situation is right, the 

ambiance is relaxed, the conversation is interesting, 

the company is engaging.  Let’s just stay here; let’s 

not go back 

 

But we who love Jesus have been called to feed his 

sheep, and tend his lambs, and take care of those 

whom Jesus loves. If we’re satisfied with our 

abundant catch of fish, we’re called to haul it to 

shore and share with everyone.  If we’re enjoying 

our breakfast time on the beach, we’re called to 

follow Jesus with bread and fish enough for all.  Once 

we have declared our love for Jesus and dedicated 

our lives to his service, our satisfaction and our 



comfort isn’t our choice to make anymore.  We are 

reminded over and over again, in our most perfect 

moments or our most chaotic moments, if we love 

Jesus, and because we do, we are called to follow 

him. 

 

Knowing some of the various and quirky details of 

this story might not have helped bring out the 

meaning of this story—maybe they were just fun 

facts to know and tell.  Because when we get to the 

end of this story, the focus is on Peter, like when 

football commentators draw circles or arrows around 

the receiver or the quarterback.  Jesus focused on 

Peter, directly addressed his three questions and 

answers to Peter, “Simon, son of John, do you love 

me?”  not once, not twice but three times. 

 

It’s not so much that Jesus has singled Peter out as 

much as Jesus allowed Peter and his answers to 

represent all the disciples—the disciples then and the 

disciples now.  Those disciples sitting around after 

breakfast in first century Palestine and we disciples 

sitting around in our living rooms or kitchens or dens 

or backyards right now.  Jesus’ questions and 

answers to Peter are Jesus’ questions and answers to 

us.  Do you love me?  Yes. Yes. YES.  Then feed my 

lambs.  Tend my sheep.  Take care of my sheep.  

Follow me. 

 

Whether it’s the darkness before dawn, or the broad 

daylight.  Whether our efforts are unsuccessful or 

successful. Whether our moments are perfect or 

filled with great uncertainty and chaos.  Feed my 



lamb.  Tend my sheep.  Take care of my sheep.  

Follow me by making masks.  Donating to food 

banks.  Checking on neighbors who live alone or 

whose family lives far away.  Calling and connecting 

with those we know and those we didn’t know until 

recently.  Sending cards and notes.  Keeping our 

children occupied and healthy.  Praying.  Praising.  

Following Jesus every day of our lives, because we 

do love him. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 


