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There is widespread scholarly agreement that John’s 
gospel originally ended with the last words of what we 
call the twentieth chapter. That chapter begins, “Now 
on the first day of the week Mary Magdalene came to 
the tomb early, while it was still dark, and saw that the 
stone had been taken away from the tomb.”1 That 
morning the Risen Jesus made himself known to Mary 
Magdalene and that evening to all the disciples save 
Thomas.  
 
A third appearance happens a week later when 
Thomas is with the disciples. After Thomas finally 
recognizes Jesus as “The Lord of me and the God of 
me”—the literal Greek—Jesus said to him, “Have you 
believed because you have seen me? Blessed are those 
who have not seen and yet believe.”2  
 
Then the evangelist takes over. He writes, “Now Jesus 
did many other signs in the presence of the disciples, 
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which are not written in this book; but these are 
written that you may believe that Jesus is the Christ, 
the Son of God, and that believing you may have life 
in his name.”3 Game over. Gospel over. But it’s not.  
 
We move to today’s gospel lesson, chapter 21, “After 
this Jesus revealed himself again to the disciples by the 
Sea of Tiberias; and he revealed himself in this way.”4 
Disciples fishing. The Beloved Disciple recognizing 
the Risen Jesus by seeing. The disciples eating the meal 
that the Risen Jesus provided. This first part of this 
final chapter concludes with these words, “This was 
now the third time that Jesus was revealed to the 
disciples after he was raised from the dead.”5 Or, is it 
the fourth? Morning of the resurrection, Mary 
Magdalene, number one; evening of the day of 
resurrection without Thomas, number two; with 
Thomas a week later, number three.  
 
John 21 is called an “Epilogue” by many scholars, but 
to me that word seems to imply that John 21 is a 
conclusion of the previous twenty chapters. There are 
very good reasons of style and content to suggest that 
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it is not. But it is canonical, part of the New 
Testament. The late Raymond E. Brown wrote in 
1970, “From textual evidence, including that of such 
early witnesses as [Papyrus 66] and Tertullian, the 
Gospel was never circulated without ch. xxi.”6 As far 
as I know, that’s still true today. 
 
The only other part of this chapter appointed to be 
read in our worship is the next story, Jesus asking 
Peter three times whether Peter loves him. Peter 
answers each time, “Yes.” Jesus replies, “Feed my 
lambs . . . Tend my sheep . . . Feed my sheep.”7 This is 
the traditional gospel for the Feast of Saint Peter and 
Saint Paul—June 29th. (Note that the sheep do not 
belong to Peter; they belong to Jesus.) 
 
In a published November 2004 lecture, given at the 
Gregorian University in Rome, Paul Bradshaw, now 
professor emeritus of liturgy at Notre Dame, argued 
persuasively that Christians of the first centuries did 
not model their fellowship meals on the Last Supper 
accounts in Mark, Matthew, and Luke. Instead, it was 
the words over the bread and the cup, that mattered: 

                            
6 Raymond E. Brown, The Gospel According to John, Anchor Bible 29, 29A (Garden City: 
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“This is my Body; this is my Blood.” Later, the 
association with the last supper, his death, and his 
resurrection becomes universal. But in the beginning 
“the focus of their ritual meal was instead feeding on 
the life-giving Jesus.”8  
 
In John, of course, there are no words over the bread 
or the cup at the supper before the Passover. But in 
John, after feeding the five thousand, Jesus says, “I am 
the living bread which came down from heaven . . . he 
who eats this bread will live for ever.”9  
 
The late Patrick Regan, an American Roman Catholic 
Benedictine abbot and scholar, saw the distribution of 
communion on Good Friday without the celebration 
of the Eucharist that day as a surviving practice of 
what he called “the primitive tradition”10 of, now 
quoting Bradshaw, “feeding on the life-giving Jesus.”11 
 
On my last trip to Spain, we saw Spaniards, men and 
women, drinking wine with their breakfasts—we also 
saw Spaniards mixing wine and water at lunch. There 
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is no mention of anything to drink at the breakfast in 
John 21, but I’m thinking they may have had wine and 
water. In the presence of the Risen One, no words 
needed to be said over the bread, the fish, and their 
drink. These disciples were seeing and also eating and 
drinking capital “L” Life.  
 
I conclude with words from the heart of John, chapter 
10, as Jesus taught in the temple: “My sheep hear my 
voice, and I know them, and they follow me; and I 
give them eternal life, and they shall never perish, and 
no one shall snatch them out of my hand.”12  
 

In the Name of the Father, and of the Son,  
    and of the Holy Spirit. Amen. 
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