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Last Sunday, Dr. Icenogle began a series of sermons which he titles: “Lingering in the Shadow of Easter.” Because I have presided at 
almost all of our funerals over recent years, and I did many of the services for our members whose names are listed in the bulletin for 
Communion of Saints, he asked me to preach on “Lingering Grief.”  
 
Certainly dying and death have occupied the American mind recently. I think of the dying and death of Jesus on Good Friday, 
Easter, Terri Schiavo and the death of Pope John Paul yesterday. (Our sympathy to our Roman Catholic relatives and friends on the 
death of their spiritual leader.) Appropriate to all of these is the text from John 21:1-8.  
 
Jesus is gone. The apostles had followed him for three years. They had been present when the crowds became huge; he attracted 
people like a Super Bowl because he could heal the sick. That was exhilarating! They had witnessed the Pharisees’ repeated attempts 
to trick Jesus into saying something that they could use in court to get rid of him, and he had bested them. That was fun! Some were 
with him on the Mount of Transfiguration. That mystified them! They were with him in the Garden when he was betrayed, by one of 
them no less. That so terrified them that they fled. They thought that Jesus was the Messiah sent by God. That dream was crucified 
with Jesus on Golgotha’s cross. Then the living Jesus had appeared to them, twice! That thrilled them! And confused them. But, 
now, Jesus is gone. They are alone. It is over. No travel. No new lessons. No miracles. No crowd. No excitement. They grieve a 
lingering grief. They have no energy; grief robs us of energy. They have no vitality; grief may make us feel numb. They have no 
vision. They have no goals. They only have a past. The future is blank. Peter, Thomas, Nathaniel, James, and John, and two others 
are together. In their lingering grief, I think they were shrugging their shoulders and saying to themselves, “It was a great ride. What 
now?”  
 
I have been ministering with grieving people for 45 years. I have witnessed very diverse reactions to grief. Some of us become 
paralyzed. Some become very quiet. Some can’t stop talking. Some become hysterical. Some get busy. The busy people arrange the 
funeral, they scrub the kitchen floor, they wash the car, they write the obituary, they phone everyone. Peter is the doer type of 
personality, and a talker. He is the one who drew his sword and cut off the ear of the solder as they arrested Jesus. Peter can’t stand 
sitting around and moping. His grief and personality demand that he do something. So, he says, “I’m going to work. I am going 
fishing!” The others said, “We’ll go with you.” They have nothing else interesting. They are hanging out, maybe ruminating over their 
loss. Doing something is one way of coping with their emotions.  
 
So they go fishing. (Remember they were fishermen by occupation. It is the same as you saying, “I am going to the office, the plant, 
the store, the school—wherever you go.”) It’s night. It’s the time to fish. The women of the village will come early in the morning to 
buy fresh fish for the day. Remember: no refrigeration. Good for the wallet; good for the grieving, confused mind to be busy. Makes 
sense.  
 
They catch nothing all night. (Sounds like my fishing.) Just after the sun comes up, Jesus stands on the beach; but the disciples do 
not know that it is Jesus. Jesus calls to them, “Boys, you haven’t caught anything, have you?” “No.” He says to them, “Cast your net 
to the right side of the boat and you will find some.” So they cast it, and now they are not strong enough to haul in the net because 
it’s stuffed with 153 big ones---and the net holds.  
 
Then John realizes who the stranger is, and exclaims to Peter, “It’s the Lord!”  
 
Peter---excitable, impetuous Peter---throws on some clothes, and jumps into the sea. (The other disciples bring the boat and fish.) 
They discover that Jesus has started a camp fire with fish cooking over it. He has bread, too. Jesus says to Peter, “Bring some of the 
fish that you have just caught.” Jesus says, “Breakfast is ready.” Their Lord serves them. It is a communion, a Eucharist meal, a 
Lord’s breakfast.  
 
So what does this passage say to you and me?  
 
1. Jesus is present, even if we don’t recognize him.  
 
Imagine yourself grieving. Most of us have lost a dream, a job or someone. You know how grief hurts. The disciples go fishing and 
don’t catch anything. Nothing is going well. John sees Jesus and exclaims, “It’s the Lord!” Excitement. Energy! Peter leaps into the 
water to get to Jesus. Who says that the mind can’t energize the body?  
 
Have you sat in the waiting room of a surgical suite, worrying, waiting to hear how the surgery on your loved one is going? You wait, 
minute after minute, hour after hour. Then the surgeon strides through the door with a big smile on his face, and says, “We got it in 
time! He should heal and be fine.” What did your spirit do? Sigh with relief, soar with happiness. You rush to phone the family. What 
happens to the mood and energy level? That is where the disciples are. They recognize Jesus, and instantly their mood changes and 
their energy rises.  
 
It is tempting to read the papers, watch the evening news, listen to all the sad stories of people with cancer, Parkinson’s, heart 
attacks, crime, and feel down—get down on ourselves, get down on life. From our prostrate position on our backs, we whine, “What 
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is the use?” We could go fishing, or do whatever we do to divert our minds from our pain. It is a common and reasonable response to 
all the negative stimuli.  
 
At the same time, there is good news! The key good news is Jesus, the risen Christ!  
 
John and Peter get so excited because they know when they see Jesus that the negative would not be the winning side. Allegorically 
the story tells us of the power of Jesus over futility. By listening to Jesus, they put their nets down on the other side of the boat. They 
net more fish than they can haul aboard. That is one of the allegorical lessons: focus on Jesus and he will empower you to cope. 
Always keep Jesus in mind!  
 
2. Looking back has its positive value as a normal expression of grief. However, Jesus always will bring us to his agenda for today.  
 
Our lingering grief forces us to look back. I do 19 out of 20 of the funerals here at NPC. When I first visit with the family, I listen. 
They need to talk about the deceased loved one. Grief is not a one-day event. It lingers. Ruminating over the deceased helps release 
the pain. But, we don’t want to get stuck there. We don’t want to feel that we have nothing else, no one else, in our lives. We have 
Jesus. For people of faith, Jesus is very significant.  
 
While we reminisce, we also remember Jesus. Holy Week was given to remembering Jesus. Every time we celebrate Holy 
Communion, we quote him, “Do this remembering me.” Repeatedly, frequently, we look back to the historical Jesus for love, 
revelation and inspiration. Inevitably though, when we look back at Jesus, what do we hear? Jesus says, “I loved you. I love you 
today! I will love you tomorrow! Absorb my love. (To which he predictably adds:) Follow me!” Jesus never permits us to linger in the 
past. We may want to stay there. When I was young, I wanted to get going, build my future. Now that I am among the 
chronologically experienced, I find myself thinking about the past. I discover myself thinking about what happened back then. 
[Those of you who are young probably don’t understand. You will.] The temptation is to live in the past. It is familiar, and doesn’t 
challenge with strange ideas and new people.  
 
However, Jesus does not live in the past! Let me say that again: Jesus does not live in the past! We remember him as a historic 
person, but he lives now! He is the Risen Christ, reigning with God the Father, and present with us in their Holy Spirit. This means 
that Jesus offers us his love now. Now he calls us to be his people. Now he calls us to be his agents.  
 
John, Peter and the other fishermen, grieve over what happened to Jesus on Golgotha. They remember what cowards they were. 
They feel lost and without meaning or direction. Jesus appears, as if to say, “Remember, yes! But today’s agenda is breakfast on the 
beach with me.”  
 
So, remember, and ask, “Lord, what is your agenda for me?”  
 
I must not leave this text without speaking to the most important word in it.  
 
3. He is our supreme authority.  
 
They call him, “Lord.” The title is a major statement. They used to call him teacher, i.e., rabbi. He was named Jesus. Here they 
elevate Jesus to the highest possible rank. This is not the rank of a human. This is a name for God! Lord.  
 
Lord. People use the word as a slang or swear word, not even thinking about what it means. The disciples mean a great deal by the 
word. When I have taught confirmation and new member classes, I have asked the students to give me contemporary synonyms for 
the word Lord. I was surprised by how many are stumped by the word. They use it all the time, hear it in church, but neglect to 
consider its biblical meaning. Take a moment, think of a common word that would carry the same basic meaning as the word ‘Lord’ 
did for John. Let me suggest some: commander-in-chief, CEO, general, admiral, superior, boss, head, top. The basic meaning is 
supreme authority.  
 
When Jesus started his teaching, he impressed his listeners. Mark wrote it this way: “[Jesus] entered the synagogue and taught. 
They were astounded at his teaching, for he taught them as one having [what?] authority, and not as the scribes.” To call Jesus Lord 
means that we yield to Jesus the authority to teach us. We sit at Jesus’ feet.  
 
To call Jesus Lord means that we accept him as God’s unique incarnation. As such, we learn through him who God is and what is 
important to God.  
 
To call Jesus Lord means that we accept his guidance on values. Our sense of what is right and what we ought to be and do come 
from him. Our sense of how we should live and our vision of what society should be are guided by our knowledge and experience of 
him.  
 
To call Jesus Lord means that we relate with him with love and respect.  
 
To call Jesus Lord is not esoteric. It is real and practical and powerful. You have wallets and purses. To call Jesus Lord means that 
you give him the right to influence how you spend your dollars. You have calendars or PDAs. To call Jesus Lord means that you yield 
to him the right to influence how you invest your time.  
 
To call Jesus Lord will lead us to worship, biblical and theological study and reflection, volunteer service, and donation of money. It 
will influence the career that we choose, some business decisions, and positions that we take on some political issues.  
 
To call Jesus Lord, and mean it, shapes our lives. We cannot call Jesus Lord and live as if he does not matter. When Jesus is Lord, he 



matters! He is The Very Important Person!  
 
What may we learn from this experience of the disciples with Jesus?  
 
Remembering the past is a necessary aspect of healthy living. At the right time, grief is appropriate and absolutely necessary. While 
you grieve, remember: Jesus is the risen Lord! Jesus lives! Jesus reigns in glory! And, Jesus in the Spirit is present now! Nourish 
yourself on his presence! Serve him as Lord! Act on his agenda for you! 
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