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Acts 5: 27-32, 40b-41

Psalm 30

Revelation 5: 11-14

John 21: 1-19

Fr. Dan Coughlin, a Chicago priest,

is retiring as the Chaplain of the United States House of Representatives.

He is the first Catholic priest to ever hold the position.

Previously, Fr. Coughlin had served as pastor of St. Francis in La Grange,

Director of the Cardinal Stritch Retreat House in Mundelein,

Pastor-in-Residence at the North American College in Rome,

and founding Director of the Office for Divine Worship,

here in the Archdiocese of Chicago.

Prior to that, in his first assignment as a priest,

he served as associate pastor of St. Raymond’s in Mount Prospect.

Which, as it happens, is where I grew up,

and where Fr. Coughlin gave me my first holy communion in 1961.

Last night I concelebrated with Fr. Coughlin, and about 35 other priests,

a Mass celebrating the 50th anniversary of Fr. Coughlin’s ordination,

in the Chapel of St. James, at the old Quigley Seminary.

It was a lovely affair, and I was proud and happy to be there,

to celebrate with Dan, and congratulate him.

It was good, too,

to see lots of priest friends whom I haven’t seen for awhile ---

to laugh, and catch up, and exchange…….‘news.’

I actually had a good time, which kind of surprised me,

because often, at such events, I don’t.

As I think I’ve mentioned before,

it has been my experience that priests, one-on-one,

can be among the most generous and thoughtful people you’ll ever meet;

but put a group of five or more priests together in one place,

and some dark alchemy occurs,

that transforms them all into loud, contentious blowhards.

(I’m just saying.  That has been my experience.)

Maybe I’ve just gotten older,

but as I looked around last night,

I was struck by how much I admired some of these men ---

by how blessed I am to have known many of them,

to have served with quite a few,

and to have been shaped and formed in the priesthood

by the example and inspiration of a handful.

Now, truth be told, many of them would admit to being ‘eccentric,’

and those who wouldn’t admit it wouldn’t be telling the truth.

But a parallel truth is that you’re not apt to find

a more talented, creative and accomplished group of men

in the same place on your average Saturday evening

anywhere I know.

“…Yes, Lord, you know that I love you.”

Peter was hurt that Jesus asked him a third time,

‘Do you love me?’

…Jesus said to him, “Follow me.”

It seems to me that there is no more poignant juxtaposition

of both the splendor and heartsickness of our poor humanity

to be found in all the gospels

than in this morning’s story from St. John.

The scene recapitulates the calling of Simon Peter three years before.

A long, wasted night of fishing, catching nothing…

A stranger, on the shore, with a suggestion ---

‘throw your nets over the other side…’

A miraculous catch of fish…

And a moment of recognition…

The first time, Peter fell on his knees and said,

“Leave me, Lord, for I am a sinful man.”

And Jesus had said, “Follow me, and I will make you a fisher of men.”

Three years later, and virtually the same scene unfolds.

The night, the sea, the empty nets…

The stranger, the suggestion, ‘throw your nets over the other side,’

the miraculous haul, the recognition…

And the invitation…Follow me.

The difference, of course, is all that has happened in between.

Peter had followed him, all up and down the hills of Galilee,

had absorbed his teachings, had observed his miracles,

had shared at his table.

But something had changed.

Jesus had died.

And Peter had not been there.

Peter had not followed.

Peter had, instead, insisted, “I do not know the man.”

But Jesus, of course, had also changed.

Risen now, the nail marks still visible in his hands, feet and side,

Jesus’ invitation to ‘follow me,’

now impels Peter toward another, more distant horizon,

beyond the cross and grave.

Peter, who had readily confessed as much, three years before,

is still a sinner, as are all who follow Christ.

It is only as sinners

that any of us follow him.

But as I was humbly, and charmingly reminded last night,

it is also precisely because we are sinners

that any of us follow him.

I’ve heard it said

that Christianity is one beggar telling another beggar

where he’s found bread.

In the same way, it could be said,

that Christianity is one sinner telling another sinner

where he’s found forgiveness.

Viewed in this light, Christ’s triple command,

‘Feed my lambs, Feed my sheep,”

is not so much a chore to be accomplished,

and even less a clever, indirect chastisement for Peter’s three denials,

as it is the kindly, merciful prescription

of a friend, to a friend,

aimed at healing

what ails him.

For as the Teacher himself had cautioned us

in the days before he died,

“Little will be forgiven

the one whose love is small.”

And as Peter himself might caution us now,

“Little will you forgive yourself,

until his love

is yours.”

Sisters, brothers,

let us take a little advice from a stranger,

and try throwing our nets over the other side.

And then let’s join him on the dawn-lit shore,

where the feasting has already begun.
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