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Today’s Gospel, John 21:1-19, begins on the shores of Lake Tiberias, some weeks after Jesus’ Resurrection. John’s Gospel originally ended neatly at verse 20:31. Chapter 21 is probably a postscript consisting of St John’s material tacked on by a disciple-scribe. 

St Peter wants to return to his old way of life as a fisherman. Three years with Jesus have been amazing. However, the Crucifixion and the appearances of the Risen Lord have left them all traumatized. What is a man to do?

Life on mission with Jesus was wonderful while it lasted, but no-one can live in top gear all the time. He is tempted to put on the back burner the dramatic events they have recently witnessed. The natural longing to fade back into ordinary life takes over. “I’m going fishing”  - some peace and quiet out on the Sea of Galilee, good honest work hauling in the fish. 

This certainly appears a safer option than risking their necks with the Sanhedrin on the warpath.

Their great adventure had begun beside Lake Galilee when Jesus called them: will it also end there as they lay out their nets? No, it is not to be. Jesus has still a mission for his apostles to accomplish, and it involves more than trout and carp.

Memory itself beguiles us. The golden days of the past, fishing on the lake, were not really so paradisal. It was tough work and often frustrating. So too this night. The seven disciples catch nothing. Peter has lost his touch. Perhaps the currents have changed, or the fish have altered their feeding grounds since he was last in the boat, three years ago. He needs more practice.

In the dawn’s early light, they spot a man standing on the shore, who shouts to them “Lads, drop the net out to starboard!” Suddenly the net is full of writhing, lumping, wriggling fish. 

It is the beloved disciple, John, who first recognizes that the stranger on the shore is Jesus, just as he was first to understand the significance of the empty tomb. The mystical member of the Church senses the action of God first. 

Once Peter realises: “It is the Lord,” he impetuously leaps into the water and rushes towards Jesus. He drags the net containing the miraculous haul of 153 fish to shore. 

The Church Fathers interpret this episode mystically: the boat is the Church, whose unity is symbolised by the net not being broken. The sea is the world, Peter in the boat repre​sents Papal authority. The 153 fish signify the number of the elect.

St Jerome informs us that the Greeks knew of 153 species of fish. Hence the catch is a symbol of the successful universal mission of the Church, drawing in members of every race, tongue, tribe and nation. 
By the lakeside Jesus has cooked over a charcoal fire a breakfast of bread and grilled fish for his apostles - more proof of the physicality of the Resurrection. With the same menu he had fed the 5000 (John 6:11), also by the Sea of Tiberias. The Eucharistic symbolism is clear.

When St Ignatius of Antioch (d. 107) wrote to Smyrna he related the early tradition in these words:

‘1 know and believe that He was in the flesh even after the Resurrection, and when He came to Peter and his company, He said to them - Take, handle me, and see that I am not a bodiless demon. And straight​away they touched him, and they believed, for they were firmly convinced of his flesh and blood. And after his Resurrection He ate and drank with them as one in the flesh.’

After the breakfast, Jesus begins asking Peter, using his ‘pre-Christian’ name - ‘Simon bar Jona, do you love (agapas) me more than these?’

The Greek verb agapao denotes a strong love which desires only the good of the beloved, and is willing to sacrifice its own desires and even life to that end.

Secretly embarrassed at his triple denial, Peter knows he does not have that divine type of love, so he replies’ ‘Yes, Lord, you know that I love (philo) you.’  The verb phileo describes ordi​nary human friendship. It might be translated “You know I am your friend.”
Peter cannot claim to love Jesus any more than the other ten Apostles. A second time Jesus asks him, dropping the compari​son with the others. The third time, Jesus alters his question: ‘Simon son of John, do you real​ly care for me (phileis me)? 

Can Peter even maintain ordinary human friendship and loyalty? A true friend does not deny his friendship so easily as Peter did.

Peter becomes agitated, as the reason for the repetitions dawns upon him. He was being invited to atone for his triple disowning of Jesus beside another charcoal fire: 

“Lord, you know everything, you know that I care for (philo) you.” i.e. You know I denied you outside the High Priest’s palace, to save my own skin. You know I bitter​ly regret my cowardice. You know I love you.
Humbled by his fail​ures, Peter can now be entrusted with the solemn triple apostolic commission: ‘Feed my lambs, look after my sheep, Feed my little sheep.’  Jesus “was leaving Peter to us as the vicar of his love” (St Ambrose).
If you and I are members of Christ’s flock, we must have a Peter to feed and tend you. We cannot be followers of Christ in isolation, alone with a Bible. Where is our Peter? We cannot be proper Christians unless we are nourished by Peter.

Three years earlier, Jesus had promised Peter he would be a fisher of men. This morning, again by the lakeside, he confirms him as visible head of the Church.

The Gospels already show St Peter as the principal witness to the Resurrection. The Risen Lord appeared to him first after Mary Magdalene. I Cor.15:5 states “He appeared first to Cephas and secondly to the Twelve.” 

In Mark’s Gospel the women were instructed by the angel: “You must go and tell his disciples and Peter, ‘He is going before you into Galilee.”

In St Luke’s Gospel, it was Peter who ran and discovers first the empty tomb: “He bent down and saw the binding cloths but nothing else; he then went back home, amazed at what had happened.” (24:1.2) In John, it is Peter and the “other disciple” (most probably John himself) who ran to the tomb. The other disciple stood back to let Peter go inside first.

Henceforth Peter will never be simply a private individual, free to spend his life as he wishes, free to return to the old ways in Capernaum with his fisherman friends. He has been commissioned for a lifelong task which will lead him to martyrdom: 

“When you grow old you will stretch out your hands, and somebody else will put a belt round you and take you where you would rather not go,” That prophecy will be fulfilled in the imperial capital, Rome, 35 years later, when Peter will seal his witness to the resurrection with his own blood upon an inverted cross. 

A similar divine call has come to Joseph Ratzinger, whom one suspects would rather be living with his brother in retirement in Regensburg, writing books, but instead at the age of 80 must bear the burdens of the Papacy. Let us pray for him.

Thereafter Peter took charge of the apostolic band. He suggested the election of a replacement for Judas the traitor (Acts 1:15). On Pentecost day, filled with the Holy Spirit, Peter preached to the crowds in Jerusalem, yielding 3000 conversions and baptisms. It was Peter through whom God healed the crippled beggar at the Beautiful Gate of the Temple: “Silver and gold have I none, but . . . in the name of Jesus Christ the Nazarene, walk!” 

Preaching the Risen Christ led to Peter and John’s arrest. Peter spoke boldly before the elders and scribes (Acts 5), today’s first reading: 


“We must obey God rather than men.
The God of our ancestors raised Jesus,
though you had him killed by hanging him on a tree.
God exalted him at his right hand as leader and Saviour
to grant Israel repentance and forgiveness of sins.
We are witnesses of these things,
as is the Holy Spirit whom God has given to those who obey him.”

After a discussion and a flogging, the Sanhedrin repeated the order to stop speaking in the name of Jesus.  The apostles went away rejoicing that they had been found worthy to suffer for the sake of Jesus’ name.
Later Peter admitted the first Gentiles (Cornelius and his family) into the Church, guided by special revelation from God. At the Council of Jerusalem, after long discussion, it is Peter who focuses the debate and suggests the solution. The New Testament tradition is totally consonant with Peter’s primacy. It is not some “late catholic invention.”

Jesus comes to his disciples - even when they are tempted to forget about him. Today’s Gospel is an encouragement for tired evangelists and preachers, that God is still with them, and not to give up. He nour​ishes them with the food he prepares, and summons them again to his service. 
One day they will join the saints in heaven worshipping Jesus with the cry: “Worthy is the Lamb that was slain to receive power and riches, wisdom and strength, honour and glory and blessing.” 
