Fr. Dan Ruff, S.J. – Pastor

Old St. Joseph’s Church, Philadelphia

3 Easter C – 4-18-10 – 7:30 a.m. & 11:30 a.m.


The resurrection stories are all about transformation – for Jesus and for his disciples, including us.  Today’s story of “breakfast on the beach” is no exception.  So, for instance, at the beginning of the passage we read from John’s Gospel, Peter and his fellow disciples feel free to do what they want to do.  “I’m going fishing,” Peter announces; and his friends decide, “We’ll come with you.”  But by the end of the story, after his renewed encounter with the risen Jesus, Peter hears: “When you were younger, you used to go where you wanted; but when you grow older, someone else will lead you where you do not want to go.”  And Jesus ends by saying, “Follow me.”


Or, when the disciples return from their own fishing expedition having caught nothing, they see a man on the beach but fail to recognize him as Jesus.  But nearer to the end of the story, however, all of Jesus’ friends have realized who he is; and Peter has not only come to recognize Jesus, but is moved to confess his love for Jesus three times – just as he once denied Jesus three times.  In response to Peter’s confession of love, Jesus instructs him to show that love by caring for Jesus’ flock, that is, for his present and future followers.  


Because they trust the man on the shore and follow his instructions, the empty nets of the weary disciples end up full to bulging, yet miraculously are not torn.  Jesus then takes some of the catch that he has given to his friends so that he can grill the fish along with toast for their breakfast.  By doing this, Jesus transforms human food – the fruit of human labor – into a meal of faith and new life.  He takes bread and fish, blesses them, breaks them, and gives them to his disciples – much as he did with bread and wine at the Last Supper.

The heart and center of this Gospel passage – the critical turning point, if you will – is the moment when the “disciple whom Jesus loved,” inspired by the miraculous catch of fish, has the proclaims the truth: “It is the Lord!”  Remember, after all, that throughout the whole of John’s Gospel, the first and most important task for any disciple is to believe.  Once he hears the good news, once he recognizes the presence of Jesus Christ, Peter instantly dives in head first and swims as hard and as fast as he can to be intimately united with Jesus and to share in the meal which Jesus has prepared.  

Now it shouldn’t be too hard to work out what all this might mean for us.  For starters, it seems that once you have had a genuine encounter with the crucified and risen Christ, your days of doing as you please are pretty much over.  You can try to go back to old patterns of behavior, to old habits and old acquaintances, but you will almost certainly find that nothing is really quite the same.  Apparently, once you have fished for people, fishing for fish doesn’t make too much sense any more.  And having once been lost – at sea, if you’ll pardon the pun – and having then been found by Jesus, you will likely discover that you are more content to be led by his example and the will of his heavenly Father.  After all, the Greek word for “disciple” actually means “learner” or “follower.”  

Today’s Gospel story also seems to suggest that before you learn to recognize the saving presence of Christ in your life, you often come up empty handed and empty-hearted – living a life devoid of real meaning and purpose.  But having come to know Jesus, even if you have betrayed him like Peter – or maybe especially when you have betrayed him – you know that only his love can redeem you, can fill you up and satisfy you.  As a result, you become willing to humble yourself, to rely on Christ’s mercy and forgiveness, and to confess your love and devotion to him.  You also surrender your life to Jesus by loving, serving, and caring for his “flock” – all the “little ones,” the young, the weak, the poor and the needy, the unloved, and those who have not yet heard the good news.

Today’s Good News makes it clear that following a life-giving encounter with the risen Christ, you can fully expect to experience a transformation from emptiness to overwhelming fullness and abundance, and from isolation and fragmentation to communion and cohesion.  Whereas before, you seemed unable even to pull yourself together, after the salvific experience of amazing grace, you find yourself surprisingly whole and integrated with a tremendously rich and diverse inner life – and you empowered to “drag many others with you, so to speak.”  The graced disciples is wonderfully and mysteriously at one with the human race, in all its diversity, and with all of God’s creation.


The transformative moment, of course – in your life as well as in today’s Gospel story – is the one where your own eyes are opened.  It is the moment when you look at Jesus, recognize yourself as another disciple whom Jesus loves, and find yourself able to confess with joyous faith, “It is the Lord!”  That is the moment when you become willing, like Peter in today’s Gospel story, to take the plunge into the transforming waters of baptism – waters which lead you forth from selfishness and sin to the Lord’s table, where he feeds you himself, unites you with his living Body of followers, and sends you out to feed and care for his sheep.

It is baptism into Christ’s dying and rising that brings all of us here today, to dine at his table on the bread of life and the cup of eternal salvation.  This Eucharist is a good time for us to pray that we may be as ardent and as single-hearted as Peter was in drawing near to the Lord of love and life.  And as we share with the risen Jesus Christ in the meal he has prepared for us, we can all say to him, as Peter did: “Lord, you know everything; you know that I love you.”  Then we can go out to the world and prove that our love for Christ is real whenever we care for and feed his sheep, as he has asked us to do.
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