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Follow Me 

3 Easter C, 5/1/22 

Our gospel readings in the Easter season have a nice progression to them. On Easter 

Sunday itself, we focus on Mary of Magdala, the first to see Jesus alive again and the 

one who told everyone else. On the 2nd Sunday of Easter, we focus on Thomas, the 

Twin, closer to Jesus than anyone else but the last to see his raised, though he was 

eventually made whole once he did. This week, for 3rd Easter, we focus on Peter and 

Paul, the first of whom is the rock on which Christ would build his church, and the 

second of whom is that church’s most famous architect and builder. These four 

people, filled with the Spirit of their resurrected rabbi, savior, and friend, changed 

the world, though each did so in their own way. 

Why? Because each had their own way of following him, and qualitatively different 

experiences of what it was like to do so. Mary never doubted him, and never doubted 

herself. She loved him with a fierce, protective love, and no doubt would’ve made a 

formidable life partner for him and mother to his children, had that been the will of 

God for his life and hers. But it was not to be, so she sublimated her love for him 

into a passion to learn from him, serve him, and be a witness to the love he embodied 

and the grace by which he lived.  

Thomas we discussed last week – Jesus’s twin, his emotional doppelgänger, the one 

who grieved most when he lost him and grieved soonest when he thought he’d lose 

him. “How can we go where you are going” he famously asked, “Since we do not 

know the way?” Thomas, free of his doubts and his grieving, is back among the 

others today, you notice, fishing alongside them, but not catching any fish until Jesus 

tells them how.  

Both his and Mary’s Eyes-Wide-Open faith laid the groundwork, so to speak, for all 

that comes next – the hope, the heartbreak, and the anguish that these two great, but 
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flawed, apostles Peter and Paul would know. As fate would have it, their stories, and 

Paul’s words, in particular, have come down to us in greater detail than any other of 

Jesus’s early followers, and so set much of the tone for what Christianity becomes. 

What survives of the teachings of Mary and Thomas has not yet made its full impact 

on the church, having been lost to it for nearly 1,800 years and still considered a bit 

outré. I have to wonder what those fishers who gathered on the shores of the lake 

on the morning we just heard about would make of all that has come to pass – good, 

bad, and ugly – in the name of their rabbi, savior, and friend, the one who taught 

them to fish for people, even if at the end he still was helping them fish for food. 

On that very subject, however, I have a question: Where did Jesus get the fish? You 

know, the ones he had already grilling on the fire when the disciples showed up after 

a long night of not catching any. We’re told that Jesus can walk on water, but we’re 

not told whether that skill helps him catch anything that lives in it. I can’t see why it 

would – especially as he has no fishing gear, or none that the gospel mentions. The 

gospel, as we know, is not short on specifics. 153 large fish it says they catch – not 

152, not 154; 153, or 3x51, or 9x17, not that those numbers mean anything, as far 

as I can tell. Therefore, if they had wanted to tell us that Jesus had the specific gear 

and tackle and trim1 needed to bring it a good night haul, they’d have done so).  

Perhaps this is one of those you-can-turn-these-stones-into-bread things that Satan 

had been on about in his first temptation. Maybe Jesus can turn sand into tuna or 

beach stones into river salmon. Maybe he can summon carp or walleye to get out of 

the lake, flop on over, gut and debone themselves, and get into the fire to get good 

and cooked and ready to eat. But however he does it, he does it, which is always the 

way with people who are amazing. We don’t know how you do it, we say to them 

even as we watch them do it, but do it you do, and we are glad, indeed. 

                                        
1 For this phrase, see. G.M. Hopkins, “Pied Beauty,” l.6. A representative text of this poem may be found here: 

https://www.poetryfoundation.org/poems/44399/pied-beauty.  

https://www.poetryfoundation.org/poems/44399/pied-beauty
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A brief aside: the wisest person I ever knew, now of blessed memory, taught me that 

one of the most fulfilling things that you can do is to do for someone else something 

they cannot do for themselves, especially when you get nothing from it. Altruism, 

the ability and even desire to give without reward – like its opposite, the ability to 

commit genocide – define for me what it means to be human – although Twain was 

not wrong to note that “to err is human,” if to forgive ought not only be divine. 

(“Forgive us our debts, as we forgive our debtors” and all that.) I think it was Jane 

Goodall who said that she traces the beginning of human civilization to the first time 

someone set another person’s broken leg. They could not not have known whether 

it would work, even, not the first time, but they tried anyway. Whoever did that was 

not willing to abandon a seriously wounded member of their group to a painful death, 

and was willing to stay with them or carry them with them while they healed, or 

until all hope was lost. There is probably a continuum in the animal world of 

gradually increasing care that creatures take for members of their own kind, beginning 

with the first amphibians or reptiles who had the idea to help their young learn of 

how to survive as a frog or a turtle, and ending with those who, in the words of Paul, 

are willing to lay down their life for the life of a friend.  

Jesus did this, as did each of these people, in their own way. In doing so, he and they 

teach us not only how to do so, but that we can – and that because we can, we must. 

If we do, and when we do, we help civilize, humanize, and make holy the world in 

which we live, the only true home that humanity will ever have this side of heaven, 

as much as might dream of starting over on Titan or Mars. As far as we know, we 

are the only creatures who can do this – or decide not to, or let others decide that 

for us. To lay down our lives for our friends – to love our neighbors as ourselves, and 

to love ourselves as though we really meant it – in the aggregate means making the 

world as good as it can be, and stopping others from doing the opposite, by whatever 

means necessary. 
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That was what they were supposed to do, and what all this fishing and fish-grilling 

by the side of the lake was all about, at least for Jesus. He had the short time between 

his resurrection and his ascension to get these last thoughts and ideas into their heads, 

that if they loved him, they would love one another as he did and tend them as a 

shepherd did his flock and as a ewe did her lambs. He knew they’d respond better to 

the lesson if he reminded them of their dependence on him, which may be why all 

the fish swam so far away from them until he told them where they’d gone and how 

to get them. He knew that they’d listen also if he fed them, since one cannot very 

well say “Feed my sheep” if one does not also feed those whom one would have feed 

others. So he did, and did what was necessary to make Peter pay attention and get 

over the internal torment of his denials, making him confess right out loud that he 

loved him – Jesus, that is – and would never forget it again. As we know, he did not. 

Flawed though he turned out to be, faithless he never was again.  

What none of them could anticipate that morning, not even Jesus-the-Raised, was 

Paul. He who became Paul, starting life as Saul of Tarsus, they would’ve understood, 

and soon enough came to fear. Saul was a very different rabbi from the one they’d 

gotten used to following in Jesus. He was a well-educated Jew in a world that didn’t 

much like Jews, and an ambitious Roman in a world that put up with Romans only 

because it had to. Neither Saul-that-was nor Paul-that-would-be would have ever 

been content with life as a fisherman or a follower. He was a much harder nut to 

crack or horse to break than Mary, Thomas, Peter, and the rest of the Galileans. 

Though the Gospel of John was well aware of him, it, like the rest of the gospels, 

even the non-canonical ones, does not speak of him. Paul speaks for himself; all that 

Luke adds, in the Book of Acts, is his story. 

It is a brutal story, at least at the beginning. Saul makes himself the tip of the spear 

aimed at doing to Jesus’s followers what the soldier did to the side of his body to 

make sure he was dead. He had the capture-or-kill orders in his pocket, and the 
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authority of the Temple behind him, when he headed out for Damascus in today’s 

first lesson to seize as many who followed the Way as he could. With the same cast 

of mind as one setting out to capture people deemed heretics or who’d escaped 

slavery, he was hellbent on bringing these troublemakers and dreamers back in chains 

and to heel, shut down once and for all this talk about the Messiah and resurrection 

and a new commandment about how to love one another and why and while he was 

at it stifle this way they had of holding all things in common and setting people free 

from their sins, fears, and anxieties without benefit of clergy.  

What made it worse is that he was doing it for free, believing it was God’s will and 

God’s work. The nicest thing you can do with a fanatic like that is what God did: 

throw them to the ground on the Damascus road, give them a once-in-a-flash reality 

check and conversion opportunity. You blind them so that they have nothing to look 

at but the inscape of their own instress (Hopkins again) and how the things they do 

to others’ harm that they have hitherto thought an exercise of virtue (Eliot again) are, 

in fact, evil.   

Peter was not evil. Headstrong and weak, yes – but evil? No. Thomas was not evil. 

A little bit too attached and reactive, prone to brooding? Yes, but not evil. Mary was 

certainly not evil. As far as I can tell, Mary of Magdala never does anything wrong. 

What they needed of the Risen Christ was their rabbi, teacher, and friend back, 

which is what they got, for a time, and then the final lessons about how to live now. 

Saul, who became Paul, was evil. That is why he needed the strongest and swiftest 

kick upside the you-know-what that it was possible to receive and still keep 

breathing. He got that. It shattered him – and then it rebuilt him, repurposed that 

ambition and energy until it lit a fire in the hearts of people the world over than 

burns still. God is love, and enables us to love – but God is also salvation, and enables 

us to be free. Free, that, is, of what hurts us from without, and of what hurts us from 

within.  
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The Temple couldn’t do that. Roman power couldn’t do that. Nothing and no-one 

could do it except God – so God did. Standing there by the lakeside, feeding his 

flock like a fisherman, or dazzling its brightest new star as he traveled the Damascus 

Road, Jesus did that. Love one another, he said. Stop hurting me and mine, he said. 

They listened. It changed them, and they changed the world. For this reason we still 

do as he says to do when he says, in whatever ways he says it, “Follow me.” Amen. 

 


