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When the entire Romanov royal family was massacred by Bolshevik soldiers in 1916, the youngest daughter of the family was sixteen years old, and her name was Anastasia.  Rumors soon began to circulate, which persisted for decades, that she had somehow survived the tragedy.  She became known as the lost princess.  Many young girls and later young women came forward claiming to be Anastasia.  A famous 1956 film starring Helen Hayes as the dowager Romanov Empress and Ingrid Bergman as Anastasia was loosely based upon one such pretender.  Or was she a pretender?  The climactic confrontation, when the true identity of the character played by Ingrid Bergman slowly emerges in dialogue with the skeptical but longing gaze of the dowager, may be among the most subtle and protracted recognition scenes in all of film.

Many centuries before this film, an ancient oral tradition grew up according to which a great warrior had to endure many trials and tribulations and tests over a ten year period before he could return home to his family.  Most of those in his homeland had given him up for dead.  When he finally reached his homeland, he disguised himself as an old and disheveled vagabond, a stratagem that led to a series of wonderfully complicated recognition scenes as first his nurse and then his wife penetrated the disguise and came to recognize him.  The warrior’s name was Odysseus and the oral tradition was written down in a book called the Odyssey.

The world has always been drawn to stories of recognition like these two, because human beings long to know one another, and they spend every day of their lives making all sorts of efforts to get to know each other over and over again.  “I thought I knew you, but I guess I really didn’t until now,” a brother says to a sister.  Or, “We were together all those years, but I never felt I knew who you really were,” we sometimes lament to a friend or a co-worker.  How well did any of us know our beloved pastor Darlene Grega before her suicide on the Tuesday after Easter?

Christians share and are formed by their own special recognition stories, like the one we have in today’s gospel.  This story explores for us questions of recognition that have come upon all of us with special urgency and poignancy now.  For the story asks, “How does the Christian community go on in the aftermath of a tragic loss?”  And there are other questions on many of our hearts today, which we will see are related to the first one, “Where is our Lord  in our efforts to carry on in the midst of our pain and confusion?”  “And where and how do we find Him?” 

The story suggests one answer to the first question about how we should go on by its very shape: it begins with a bunch of guys fishing, continues with the appearance of Jesus on the scene, and  ends with the summons: “Follow me.”  We have heard this story before: it is a retelling of the initial calling of the disciples.  And so we are in a sense summoned back to our work, be it fishing or studying or teaching or parenting, back to old and familiar ways of understanding the shape and the point of our lives. Martin Luther, in an essay on vocation, wrote with great confidence that after the shepherds had heard the angels and seen the Christ child, they returned to their work as shepherds; they did not suddenly become missionaries or theologians or choral conductors.  So too with the disciples: they returned to their jobs.  

We learn two things about our work in this text.  First, our work is one social space in our daily lives where Jesus Christ is made manifest; second, once we come to understand our work, wherever we are stationed, as God’s work, once our careers or our jobs become vocations, we can expect crucifixion sooner or later.  This is what Peter is told to expect at the end of our story today.  “But when you grow old,” Jesus tells Peter, “you will stretch out your hands, and someone else will fasten a belt around you and take you where you do not wish to go.”  We will all wind up going where we did not wish to go the more that we understand our work as a call to discipleship and the less we understand it as primarily as source of self-fulfillment.  And we will wind up forgetting ourselves, giving up ourselves, so that only Christ and the neighbor remain in the picture.

So where and how do we find Christ in our collective efforts to carry on as a Christian community?  Our gospel for today teaches us that this is the wrong question.  For we do not find Christ; Christ finds us:  again and again and again.  The gospel writer seems worried that we will not notice that Christ appears to the disciples repeatedly, so John writes in verse 14, “Now this was the third time that Jesus appeared to his disciples after he was raised from the dead.”  Christ, in other words, will appear to all of us constantly.  And we will, like the disciples, sometimes recognize him.  But sometimes we won’t.  Again, we are like the disciples: “Just after daybreak, Jesus stood on the beach; but the disciples did not know that it was Jesus.”  

We come now to the heart of the story and of the Christian way of representing and understanding recognition scenes.  This story is not about separating those who are merely pretending to be Christ from the one who really is Christ, as was the case with the movie Anastasia.  Nor is this about what powers of discernment are necessary in order to penetrate disguises and to see someone for who they really are, as was the case with the Odyssey.  No.  This story is about something far more important.  How do we recognize Christ in our midst?  What does Christ do to enable us to see him?

There are two central characters in our story: Jesus and Peter.  And Peter is us.  He is slow to recognize his Lord.  When he does, he behaves foolishly and over-enthusiastically.  He is the only character in all of literature (at least all of the literature that I know) who puts on his clothes before jumping into the water.  In order fully to recognize his Lord, he needs more than sharper eyesight or stronger powers of discernment; he needs reconciliation.  He has, like all of us, run as far as he could from his Lord.  He had denied him three times.  Our condition, since the Garden of Eden, has been an unfolding story of our repeated efforts to hide from God.  We run.  Christ finds us.  We hide.  Christ reappears.  We conclude that all is lost, that we are lost.  But we are found, in the words of a great and familiar hymn.
The reconciliation and redemption scene between Peter and Christ is also the final recognition scene.  Unlike the world of the Odyssey or contemporary popular culture, the Christian world understands that recognition depends upon reconciliation, finally upon love.  Christ’s recognition of us enables us to recognize Him.  He knows us for the sinners that we are, but he also re-cognizes us as saints.  

Jesus asks the same question three times: “Do you love me?”  Each time, when Peter answers with increasing devotion, “You know that I love you,” Jesus in turn gives Peter a command: “Feed my sheep.”  Surely this carefully crafted liturgy is a reinstatement of the close relationship that Peter and Jesus had enjoyed prior to Peter’s three denials of Him.  But it is much more than this.  It shows that Peter’s repeated failures to know Christ as Christ, most recently when Christ was on the beach and Peter was busy fishing, were not the result of a lack of intelligence or proper religious training; they were the result of estrangement and alienation.  They were the result of sin.  The readers of this gospel come to understand in witnessing this scene that Christians must love in order to understand.  Recognition of who Christ is can only come about through the work of the Spirit, but the spirit is love, and here Peter at one and the same time reaffirms his love for Christ and recognizes Christ for who he is, namely the one who first loved him.
We love in order to understand and to recognize.  This is one of the most powerful messages of our text.  But we are left then with yet another question: “What is the relationship here between professions of love for Christ and the commands that follow?”  Every time Peter professes his love for his Lord, Christ commands him to “Feed my sheep?”  The logic of the connection here is crucial.
So how do you feed sheep?  The answer must be, “As Christ has fed you.”  And we see in John 21 that Christ indeed feeds his disciples a breakfast.  He has been revealed to them in the bread and the fish as well as in their work.  Feed as I have fed you.  Love as I have loved you.  Know me as you have been known; recognize me as you have been recognized: through the eyes of love.  Yes, but Christ is soon to cease appearing to the disciples as he has been appearing to them.  Where will he be known and how will he be known in the future?

We have seen that Peter’s life’s story will become Christ’s story.  He too will be crucified.  He will become one with Christ.  Reconciliation will lead finally to reunion.  John’s gospel is full of such reunions and recognitions.  Biblical scholars all point out that the command, “Feed my sheep” is a reference to Jesus as the good shepherd, suggesting that Peter will now take the place of Christ.  But it is equally important to remember the lamb of God; Christ becomes the lamb, the lambs, the sheep.  And if Christ is to be found in the sheep, if Christ indeed is the sheep, then and only then will professions of love for Christ be the basis for feeding sheep.  For love of Christ just is love for the sheep.  For the sheep are Christ and Christ is the sheep.  

Yesterday many of us had a powerful liturgical experience of this truth here in this place during Pastor Grega’s Memorial Service.  Bishop James Stuck of the Indiana-Kentucky Synod led the procession carrying a huge shepherd’s crook as befits the pastoral office that he and Darlene shared and that connected both of them to the Good Shepherd.  At the end of the service when we commended Darlene to Christ we prayed for her as “a sheep of your own fold, a lamb of your own flock.”  The shepherd becoming a sheep.
“Simon, son of John, lovest thou me?/ Yes Lord, you know that I love you./  Feed my lambs.”  Feed my lambs for my lambs are me and if you love me, you will love my lambs.  Feed them as I have fed you.  We have here a very sacramental story about the full presence of Christ in work and feeding and acts of reconciliation.  As the stories of Peter and Christ become one, as recognition and reconciliation and reunion happen, we Christians are given here in story form the sacrament we soon will celebrate as we become again re-membered as the body of Christ, his body becoming incorporated into us and us into him and we into one another..

So how shall we carry on as a Christian community is the wake of a death of someone beloved to us?  By doing our work, doing it well, recognizing in the faces of one another the face of Christ and sensing that this face is one we have in some sense always known.  Recognizing as we have been recognized.  Feeding as we have been fed.  Loving as we have been loved.  Sending as we have been sent.  When Christ appears, he sends, as he Himself was sent.  And now we serve and send one another out as we have been sent.


I was sent here today to preach.  I have the email that sent me.  I shall cherish it always.  It is dated October 27, 2009, and it enjoined me to open up these texts and their treasures for all of us.  And it is signed, “Pastor Darlene Grega,” one whom Christ recognized and in whom we recognized Christ and with whom we will now all feast.

  And now may the peace of God which passeth all understanding keep your hearts and minds in Christ Jesus our Lord.
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