About the Story: Breakfast by the Sea III
A Storytelling Commentary by Tom Boomershine, PhD on John 21:15-19
This is a continuation of the story of Jesus' appearance to his disciples by the sea in the Gospel of John. This section of the story tells what happened after breakfast. The conversation between Jesus and Simon Peter, which takes place then, is the most intimate conversation between Jesus and another person in the whole of the Gospel tradition. It is a dialogue in indirect speech. What Jesus is saying is conveyed as much by the tone of his words as by their content. 

First, Jesus addresses Peter as "Simon, son of John." He does not use his affectionate nickname "Peter," but rather his formal name. This is the only time in the Gospel tradition in which we learn that Simon's father's name was John. It is a formal address to Peter. It is not a friend's manner of address, but rather the kind of statement that is made at a wedding when the minister addresses the woman and the man, each by their formal name.

The question Jesus asks three times is, "Do you love me?" with the additional phrase, "more than these" the first time. Repetitions in biblical storytelling are never for the sake of simply repeating the words. They are always intended to create intensity. There is a change in tone every time the words are repeated. This series of questions is a crescendo of intensity in which Jesus' question becomes more and more intimate, intense, and quiet. 

The first time the question is asked includes a reference to "these": "Simon, son of John, do you love me more than these?" What does "these" refer to? The referent is ambiguous. Is it all these things—fishing, Galilee, a certain way of life? Or does it refer to the other disciples? Given the context of a return to fishing after being in Jesus' traveling seminary, the dominant implication is "Do you love me more than this place and all the things associated with this way of life," rather than “Do you love me more than the other disciples?”

A big deal is sometimes made about the Greek words used for "love" in Jesus' repeated question. In Greek, the first two times Jesus asks Simon Peter, "Do you love me?" the word used for "love" is agape (which refers to “godly love”). The last time he asks, the word used for "love" is filee (which refers to “brotherly love”). Peter always responds with the Greek word fileo. My sense is that there isn't a lot to be made of that difference. And there is no way to distinguish the two Greek words for "love" in English. 

The dynamic is that with each repetition the word "love" is more intense in Jesus' question and then in Peter's response. The third is the most intense. Jesus' intensity can be conveyed with a deadly serious and quiet tone. In Peter's reply, you want to convey his grief, because the implication of the story is that at this point he makes the connection between these three questions that Jesus is asking him, and his three denials of Jesus.
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The three responses of Jesus are sometimes confusing to remember. The order is: feed-tend-feed, lambs-sheep-sheep. In other words, it is feed my lambs, tend my sheep, feed my sheep. Try to remember feed-tend-feed and then lambs-sheep-sheep. Start with the young ones, then the elders who are first tended and then fed. 

Also notice that the first two episodes of the conversation are the same question and answer with minor variations. The third time there is expansion: Peter is deeply grieved, saying, "You know everything, Lord; you know that I love you." The next episode is Jesus' expanded response.

Just a comment about fishing vs. shepherding. Fishing was a great vocation. You're out on the water every day. It was respected in the ancient world. Peter had an independent business as an entrepreneur. 

Shepherding, on the other hand, was the pits. It was a hot, dusty, and boring job. It was considered a low class thing to do. At one point in the Mishnah the rabbis say don't have your sons do three things: be a butcher, a doctor or a shepherd. They were the three vocations to avoid because they involved uncleanness. So Jesus is asking Peter to leave something that he loved, and symbolically, take care of his sheep. In terms of its cultural associations, this was a definite step down.

The prophecy that Jesus then makes is that Peter must face the fact that he will be martyred and not to run away from that future. The statement "When you were young, you girded yourself and you went wherever you wanted; when you are old you will stretch out your hands and another will bind you and take you where you don't want to go" is a prophecy of Peter's death. 

This is tough talk. It's let's-face-the-facts and what-are-you-going-to-do questioning: "Are you going to deny me again? Are you going to run away? Or are you going to stay the course?" The invitation, as well as the command, is, "Follow me." The tone, however, is invitational, not commanding. Jesus knows a command will not work. This is an invitation to follow his way.

The common motif at the end of all of the Gospels is the mission of the disciples. John's story is most like the ending of Mark where the issue is confronting fear and facing the realities of what it will mean to be a disciple and tell the stories. John's treatment of this common motif is the most intimate, the most direct, and the most personal. It is thereby consistent with the approach of the whole Gospel of John. 

In John 21, we get to know Jesus intimately, just as we did in the long discourse in chapters 13-17. First at supper, and then at breakfast, there is more opportunity in these stories of John to come to know Jesus directly as a person than anywhere else in the Gospel tradition. This story is a great opportunity and I hope you enjoy telling it. I trust you will take its telling as an opportunity to invite everyone to embrace the story for their own journey of discipleship.
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