
Thought for the Day John 21: 1-19 

The story in this passage from John, echoes the earlier one from Luke 

(5: 1-11).  Some of the disciples are in their boat and they haven’t 

caught anything.  After a long and difficult night they are exhausted and 

empty handed.   

Any of you that have been fishing will know just how long everything 

takes.  I remember as a child my dad decided to take up fishing, I’m not 

sure why.  It might be because someone gave him a second hand rod 

and work was tough so he thought, or my mum thought, it would be a 

good way to unwind. Well, I remember one day in particular when we all 

went to the river. I helped get the kit prepared and we sat and waited.  

We waited and waited.  I got restless and so did the dog, so most of us 

set off on a long and beautiful walk along the river bank.  Some time 

later we returned and I excitedly asked for an update, would we be 

having trout for tea I wondered.  No, we wouldn’t was the answer.  After 

hours trying, not even a minnow was in the net.  I didn’t go again and I’m 

not sure it did dad’s blood pressure any good. 

Our Biblical story would resonate with the hearer because fishing was a 

core business in Biblical days, many people had their own boats, or 

worked for someone who did.  It was a meagre living scraping by, 

hoping for enough fish to feed the family and then sell a little to buy other 

provisions.  We can imagine the disappointment in both the Lucan story 

and the one from John.   

It’s not just the disappointment that binds them, the intents are similar 

too. 

In Luke the disciples are called by Jesus to follow him.  First he asks 

them to obey his instructions to go back out and cast their net on the 

other side of the boat, which they do without question. Then once their 

nets are full he commands them to leave everything and follow him, 

which again they do without question.  

In the gospel reading from John, Jesus has been crucified, has died and 

is risen.  He has already appeared to the disciples twice, or three times if 

you count Mary Magdalene.  The disciples have gone back to their 

previous way of life.  Without Jesus to follow they are once again 

fishermen rather than fishers of people.  Are they disappointed that their 

new lives haven’t lasted, are they downhearted.  I would say yes, most 

probably they are.  Add to that the frustration of not even getting fishing 



right this day, they are a sorry lot, focussed on themselves individually 

rather than seeing the bigger the picture. 

Jesus appears and they don’t recognise him.  Perhaps they don’t really 

look at him and they are too wrapped up in self. Despite not recognising 

him when he calls them to return and cast their nets on the other side of 

the boat, they simply follow his instructions in a similar way to the early 

call in Luke.  Why do they do that?  Are they on auto-pilot, is it because 

they love their work, is it that there is a specialness about the way the 

man tells them what to do? It’s another of the mysteries of scripture. 

They do as Jesus says and they haul in a huge catch of 153 fish. Why 

153?  Scholars have been considering this for years.  One consideration 

is that it is the number that tells us of the salvation of humanity.  St. 

Augustine worked out the maths.  Humanity cannot be saved without 

keeping the 10 commandments. On account of the fall, we cannot keep 

the commandments without the help of grace and the 7 gifts of the Holy 

Spirit. Moreover, the number 7 signifies holiness, since God blessed the 

7th day and made it holy (Gen 2:3). 10 plus 7 equals 17, and if all the 

numbers from 1 to 17 are added together they equal 153. Hence, the 

153 fish signify that all the elect are to be saved by the gift of grace (7) 

and the following of the commandments (10).  

(St Augustine, Commentary on John, 72.8) 

This helps us to see this passage of scripture as a recommissioning of 

the disciples by Jesus.  After the catch they have breakfast together.  By 

this point they know it is Jesus, but they daren’t ask him.  Jesus gives 

them bread and fish, turning breakfast into a Eucharistic event despite 

there being no wine, and for the first time fish.  The disciples understand 

this recommission and it brings them new hope. They are ready for the 

challenge. 

Jesus then turns his attention specifically to Peter.  Just as Peter denied 

Jesus three times in the garden before his trial and crucifixion, Jesus 

asks Peter three times to lead his people.  Jesus isn’t going to be around 

for long and his followers need an earthly leader to keep them motivated 

and on track. Jesus identifies Peter the Rock as that leader.  

This recommissioning send us the message that we too must be ready 

for the challenges of discipleship.  We must be ready to cast our nets on 

the other side.  We mustn’t become complacent and just keep on doing 

what we have always done.  We must keep going too, even when we 
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are tired, our nets are empty, nobody answers when we knock on the 

door, or worse it’s slammed in our face. Following Jesus isn’t just for the 

good times, it’s also for the tough times.  It’s for all time.   

As we continue to develop in our Ministry Area, let us use the 

opportunities and the challenges to learn from each other. To work 

together to cast our nets in new directions, encourage each other when 

they return empty and help haul in the fish when they are full.  


