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Scripture to Read
John 21:1–3

Comment 1
As we saw in previous sessions, sometime af-

ter the death and resurrection of Jesus—some-
time after the disciples had heard the risen Jesus 
saying to them, “As the Father sent me, so send I 
you”—sometime after all of that, a group of the 
disciples find themselves at what this Gospel calls 
“the sea of Tiberias.”

We are told that they are seven in number. 
It’s enough to fulfill the mission they have been 
given, a mission not unlike the mission Jesus had 
been given. But there’s no sign that these seven 
disciples are doing a thing about the mission they 
have been given.

Comment 2
“I’m going fishing,” Simon Peter announces. 

“We’re going with you,” say the others.
This isn’t the mission they have been given. 

This isn’t what they have been sent to do. This 
isn’t why the breath of God has been blown in 
them and through them. It’s as if, like Jonah, 
they are running from the Light. It’s as if, like 
Jonah, they are running from the Spirit that has 
called them to be agents of mercy, agents of God’s 
transforming love.

Through its masterful use of revealing details, 

the Fourth Gospel tells us that it was “night”—
and they “caught nothing.”

Scripture to Read
John 3:19–21

Comment 3
The Fourth Gospel is convinced that through 

Jesus, a divine Light had shone in our world. But 
many who saw that Light ran from it—even Je-
sus’ own disciples.

The seven who flounder in the night, trying 
to catch fish in the dark, are not abiding in God. 
They’re not doing that which God had called 
them to do. They’re living instead for themselves, 
not upholding the Truth of who they are, not up-
holding the Truth of who we are.

And they “caught nothing,” says the Fourth 
Gospel.

Scripture to Read
John 21:4–6

Comment 4
Morning comes. Light dawns. But the seven 

disciples are still floundering in the dark. Jesus 
is on the shore, but they “knew not that it was 
Jesus.”

Jesus says to them, “Tiny toddlers, little chil-
dren of God who haven’t yet begun to walk in the 
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Light, you haven’t caught anything, have you?”
“No,” they answer.

Comment 5
“You’re fishing in the wrong waters,” Jesus de-

clares. “You’re seeking nurture and nourishment 
in the wrong places. Cast your nets instead on 
‘the right side’ of the boat.”

On one level, Jesus seems to be suggesting a 
change of direction for the physical act of fishing. 
But as we saw in previous sessions, the language 
used here also evokes images from a dramatic vi-
sion in the book of Ezekiel, a vision in which 
living waters are seen flowing from “the right 
side” of God’s throne, “the right side” of God’s 
dwelling place. And in Ezekiel’s vision, the “riv-
er” that flows from the temple of God abounds 
with “fish.” It abounds with “life.”

Scripture to Read
John 19:32–34

Comment 6
In this scene from the late stages of Jesus’ 

crucifixion, Roman soldiers are trying to hasten 
death. They break the legs of two other victims. 
This takes away the ability of these tortured indi-
viduals to support themselves, meaning that they 
suffocate sooner. 

When they come to Jesus, the soldiers see 
that death has mercifully already come for him. 
Nevertheless, the Fourth Gospel says that the sol-
diers “pierce his side.” 

Comment 7
Whether it’s Jesus’ “right side” or his “left 

side,” we aren’t told. But it’s his side, and from 
this opening in his “side,” blood and water flows, 
substances that traditionally evoke an image of 
childbirth. By lifting up these details, the Fourth 
Gospel reminds us that through Christ, the world 
has been born anew. A new creation is at hand. 
And this new creation comes from the divinely 
anointed “side” of Jesus’ own body.

So when the Fourth Gospel shows us the 
risen Jesus telling his wayward disciples to cast 

their nets onto “the right side” of the boat, the 
language also evokes the image of the “side” that 
flowed with water and blood, the “side” from 
which God’s new creation comes. This is where 
you need to be abiding, this is where you need to 
be working, Jesus seems to suggest. 

It’s a reminder to us as well. It’s in the midst 
of God’s new creation that we will find the rich 
strength and deep nourishment that we need.

Scripture to Read
John 21:7–8

Comment 8
When the seven disciples cast their nets onto 

“the right side” of the boat—when they cast 
their nets into the living waters of the new cre-
ation flowing from God’s own temple, flowing 
from Jesus’ own “side”—their nets overflow. Life 
abounds. Nourishment multiplies.

The “disciple whom Jesus loves” knows the 
place from which nourishment comes. The “dis-
ciple whom Jesus loves” knows the One from 
whom “living waters” flow. “It is the Lord!” he 
cries.

And then, quite remarkably, the disciples find 
themselves already at the shore where Jesus waits. 

Comment 9
Once their eyes are opened, once their hearts 

are stirred, the frustrated disciples realize that 
they are only “two hundred cubits” away from 
land. And as we saw last time, through its subtle 
reference to “cubits,” the Fourth Gospel is once 
again evoking a remarkable image in the book 
of Ezekiel, an image that abounds with measure-
ments, all stated in “cubits.”

We are told that once the disciples open their 
eyes—once they come out of the “night,” once 
they begin to abide in the Light—they see that 
they are no longer out on a terrifying sea. They 
are already in God’s dwelling place. They are al-
ready in holy precincts. They are already moving 
forward in God’s new creation.



Comment 10
Simon Peter, who had led the other disciples 

in this fruitless night-time “fishing,” now rec-
ognizes the Truth. He sees the abundant fish in 
God’s crystal fountain and realizes that despite 
his own foolish denials and his own destructive 
waving of a sword at the time of Jesus’ arrest—
and despite his having urged his fellow disciples 
to abandon their divine calling and instead go 
“fishing,” God’s “living waters” have continued 
to flow. God didn’t give up on him. God didn’t 
abandon him. He, too, could be made new.

So in this Gospel’s dramatic imagery, Peter 
thrusts himself into holy waters. He plunges into 
that “fount” from which “every blessing flows.” 
He immerses himself in a river that gets wider and 
wider, deeper and deeper.

Scripture to Read
John 21:9

Comment 10
 As soon as the disciples get to shore, they see 

embers glowing. They smell fish cooking. They 
hear bread sizzling.

The King James Version says that what they 
see is “a fire of coals.” Newer translations rightly 
call it “a charcoal fire.” It’s not a random flame. 
It’s well tended, well established.

Scripture to Read
John 18:17–18

Comment 11
The fire around which an angry Peter shivers 

in disgust at the time of Jesus’ trial is described 
with the same distinctive Greek word as the fire 
that is burning on the beach in chapter 21. The 
charcoal fire on the beach is the same kind of fire 
around which Peter was assaulted with harsh ac-
cusations and scoffing insults. It’s the same kind 
of fire at which Peter issued curses and denials.

But this time, the fire to which Peter comes 
is a fire born of love, not hate. It’s a fire on which 
fish sizzle and breads crackle. This is not a fire 
that negates. It’s a fire that nourishes. This is not 

a fire that rejects. It’s a fire that renews. It’s as 
if that which was belittling and bewildering has 
been transformed by God’s new creation.

For Discussion
In what kinds of situations, if any, have you 

seen that which was once painful be transformed 
into something that was precious? How did it 
happen?

Scripture to Read
John 21:10

For Discussion
What might be the impact of Jesus’ request?
In what kinds of ways, if any, might we, too, 

benefit from lifting up to God—and to each oth-
er—the abundant “fish” that have come our way 
after we “cast our nets” into the “living waters” 
that flow from the heart of the Holy?

Comment 12
“Bring the fish that you have now caught,” 

says Jesus to the disciples.
It’s clear the fish aren’t needed for the meal. 

We are told that food in abundance is already 
warm and fragrant on the charcoal fire. Yet we 
are shown Jesus asking the seven disciples to 
bring to the table, as it were, the evidence of 
God’s blessing, the evidence of God’s provision, 
the evidence of God’s life-giving love.

It’s perhaps a reminder that we, too, some-
times allow our lives to rush on too rapidly, for-
getting to linger over the remarkable evidence of 
God’s life-giving waters all around us, forgetting 
to treasure the many gifts we have been given, 
forgetting to “look back in wonder at how we 
got over.”

Scripture to Read
John 21:11

For Discussion
In many of its scenes, the Fourth Gospel 

lifts up specific details that convey deeper levels 
of significance, details that it believes can speak 



to us with unusual power. What, then, are some 
of the distinctive details that this verse offers us? 
What possible meanings might they convey?

Comment 13
Light dawns. A shadowy figure on the shore 

reminds the disciples that when you are fishing 
in the dark, you catch nothing. When we go our 
own way, forgetting the mission we have been 
given, there is nothing to sustain us.

“Try casting your nets into God’s holy wa-
ters,” the figure on the shore suggests. “Try be-
ing a part of God’s new creation.” They give it 
a try—and suddenly their nets are overflowing. 
Almost instantly, they are at land. They discov-
er that they are already in the confines of God’s 
dwelling place. On the shore, there’s a charcoal 
fire. Fish are cooking. Bread is warming.

Comment 14
“Bring the fish you have caught,” says God’s 

Anointed One, for there is something about this 
mighty catch that needs to speak to them. There’s 
something about it that is “a word from Above,” 
both to them and to us.

We’re told that Simon Peter went to the boat 
and dragged onto the shore the net that was full 
of large fish. Then we are told two things about 
this amazing catch. First, we are told that there 
were one hundred and fifty three fish. Then we 
are told that despite the great number of fish, the 
net was not broken. It was whole.

Comment 15
For centuries, readers have pondered why this 

Gospel saw a particular significance in the num-
ber one hundred and fifty three. At first glance, 
it seems like such an odd number. At first glance, 
it seems like it would have made more sense for 
this Gospel simply to have said there was “a huge 
number” of fish or something like that. 

But instead, the verse gives great emphasis to 
the number. It’s clear that this Gospel sees this 
very specific number as a powerful witness to us 
in some way.

Comment 16
Over the centuries, many theories about the 

number’s significance have been offered. But one 
of the many interpretations that have endured is 
especially compelling.

At the time this Gospel was written, the 
Mediterranean world was fascinated with mathe-
matics. There seemed to be something almost di-
vine about the way numbers worked. One of the 
mathematical formulations that was apparently 
especially fascinating to people in that day was 
something that is now called “prime numbers.” 
They are part of a fundamental theorem of arith-
metic developed by Euclid in 300 b.c.

Comment 17
A “prime number” is a number that can’t be 

divided evenly by anything but itself. The num-
ber six can be divided by either the number two 
or the number three. So six is not a “prime num-
ber.” But neither five nor seven can be divided 
evenly by any other number at all. So they are 
both “prime numbers.”

Even in modern times, certain mathemati-
cians have been fascinated by “prime numbers,” 
trying to calculate, for example, how many 
“prime numbers” there could possibly be. As of 
January 2016, the largest known prime number 
ever calculated had 22,338,618 digits. Even at the 
time the Fourth Gospel was written, many prime 
numbers had been identified.

Comment 18
In the mathematical world of that day—and 

even among some mathematicians today—what 
we call “one” wasn’t considered a number as such. 
It was simply the fundamental element from 
which all true numbers were formed. 

So the first “prime number” was two. There’s 
no way to divide two by anything but two. The 
second prime number was three. The third 
prime number was five. The fourth prime num-
ber was seven. The fifth prime number was elev-
en. The sixth prime number was thirteen. And 
the seventh prime number—the prime number 
whose place in the mathematical order perfectly 



matches the number of disciples that this Gospel 
places in the current scene, the prime number 
whose place in the mathematical order resonates 
with “seven,” which was culturally understood as 
conveying a sense of divine fullness or comple-
tion—is seventeen.

Comment 19
Something else about prime numbers was im-

portant to many people at the time this Gospel 
was written. They found the geometry of prime 
numbers fascinating as well.

If you pick a prime number—any prime 
number—and put that many shapes or objects 
together side by side on a line, you have the 
base for something interesting. Take the seventh 
prime number—the number seventeen, for ex-
ample—and place seventeen similar objects side-
by-side on a line. You get something like this:

Comment 20
Now, just above that base line, add a second 

line of similar objects—but one less in number. 
You get something like this:

Now imagine that you keep going, adding 
another line of objects, one above the other, plac-
ing one fewer object in each line. It begins to take 
shape like this:

Comment 21
If you keep going, adding one fewer object 

each time until you can’t add any more, you end 
up with something like you find at the top of the 
next column.

It’s a perfect equilateral and equiangular tri-
angle. Each side is exactly the same length as 
the other sides, and each corner angle is exactly 
equal to the other corner angles. The geometry 
of all this was popularized in the Mediterranean 
world by Euclid beginning in about 300 b.c., and 
it remained a fascinating insight at the time the 
Fourth Gospel was written.

Comment 22
The equilateral and equiangular triangles 

formed by this arrangement of prime numbers 
was seen by some as so perfect that it was consid-
ered almost divine in origin. 

Not only was the shape amazingly solid and 
secure, but it was filled with amazing character-
istics. For example, no matter which side of the 
triangle you go to, if you count the objects, you 
get the exact same prime number. 

Comment 23
In the case of this example, the number you 

get if you count any of the sides is seventeen, 
which is the seventh of all prime numbers. It’s the 
prime number that corresponds with a sense of 
fullness or completion, and it’s the prime num-
ber that corresponds as well to the number of dis-
ciples that are mentioned in John 21. 

In addition, you can turn this triangle onto 
any of its three sides, and it still does the same 



thing: it points upwards. At least for some ob-
servers, by pointing Above, a perfect triangle like 
this somehow directs our attention to God.

Comment 24
It wasn’t just “prime numbers” that fascinated 

people in ancient times. It seems that they were 
also intrigued by those numbers that are created 
by perfect triangles whose every side is a prime 
number.

If one were to build a perfect equilateral trian-
gle whose every side used the seventh prime num-
ber—the number seventeen, like the triangle 
on the previous page—and if one were to count 
all of the objects in that triangle, one would get a 
very specific number. What number? 

As it turns out, if the triangle is built on the 
seventh prime number, then the resulting num-
ber of objects in the equilateral triangle is exactly 
the same as the number of fish that we are told 
the seven disciples caught when they cast their 
nets into those waters that flow from Above. It’s 
the number one hundred and fifty three.

Comment 25
Is this why the Fourth Gospel chose to con-

vey this very specific detail to us? Did it see the 
number of fish as pointing to God’s own fullness, 
to God’s own strong and perfect completion of 
the “newborn” world of which this Gospel so of-
ten speaks? We’ll never know for sure, but it’s a 
distinct possibility, a possibility that fits with so 
many other remarkable details that this Gospel 
has given us.

One hundred and fifty three fish, says the 
Fourth Gospel, were in the net that seven disci-
ples cast into holy waters when morning Light 
appeared. And one hundred and fifty three is the 
number formed by a perfect equilateral trian-
gle based on the seventh prime number. It’s the 
number enmeshed in a triangle that by its very 
nature points upwards, points toward that which 
is Above.

For Discussion
Does this kind of understanding of the text 

seem crazy to you—or does it possibly make 
sense?

Although we may not be as fascinated with 
numbers as people sometimes were in the past, 
and although geometry and arithmetic may not 
speak to us as powerfully as they did to other peo-
ple in the past, are there other “ordinary things” 
that point our minds and draw our hearts to that 
which is Above? If so, what?

Scripture to Read
John 21:10–11

Comment 26
We aren’t just told that there were one hun-

dred and fifty three fish, a vast number that 
points our hearts and minds toward God. We are 
also told that “the net” did not break. “The net,” 
the “gathering place” for the fish, it did not split.

This, too, is probably a detail that is intend-
ed to “speak” to us. By the time this Gospel was 
written, there were divisions and factions among 
those whom God was gathering together as one 
people of God. People who claimed to be chil-
dren of the One God were building walls be-
tween each other, sometimes turning to their 
neighbors, saying, “You don’t belong here. You 
aren’t one of us.” But through its revealing detail 
about the unbroken “net,” the Fourth Gospel is 
perhaps seeking to remind us of something that 
was taught earlier in this Gospel.

Scripture to Read
John 10:14–16

Comment 27
The imagery here is different, involving sheep 

rather than fish, but the deepest meaning is the 
same. “I am the good shepherd,” says Jesus. “I 
know my own, and my own know me.” But some 
of “my sheep,” says Jesus, don’t realize who some 
of my other “sheep” are. 

These “other sheep” might be resting in a dif-
ferent “fold.” They might be feeding in a different 
pasture. But they are with me as well, says Jesus. 
They are part of the one family of God.



Comment 28
 So don’t get haughty, the Fourth Gospel ad-

vises. Don’t get narrow. Don’t think that these 
other sheep don’t belong to the same One who 
has been shepherding you, for in the end, you 
will discover that there is but “one flock” and 
“one shepherd.”

Building on the imagery of Ezekiel 47, John 
21 teaches that there may be many different kinds 
of fish in the holy waters that flow from God’s 
temple. And there be more of them that we 
thought possible. Maybe even an upward-point-
ing one hundred and fifty three. But there’s only 
one “net,” and it is not God’s will that the net be 
split.

For Discussion
What are the implications of this for us?

Scripture to Read
John 21:12

For Discussion
Why do you think that we are told here that 

the disciples dared not ask the person standing 
by the fire, “Who are you?” We are told that they 
“knew it was the Lord,” but there seems to have 
been something else that they still wanted to ask. 
What do you think the Fourth Gospel is telling 
us here?

In what kinds of situations do we find our-
selves facing similar tensions?

Comment 29
The Fourth Gospel is filled with remarkable 

insights concerning not only the Word that was 
spoken in Christ but also the very character of 
those of us who encounter that Word.

Like the disciples, we, too, sometimes puzzle 
over the love and grace that God sheds around 
us. We “know it is the Lord,” yet sometimes the 
divine love and the divine grace comes to us in 
such unexpected and unsettling ways that we, 
too, sometimes long to ask, “Who are you?”

Comment 30
Someone has said that the opposite of faith 

is not doubt but certainty. If we were “certain” 
about everything around us—if we had full “cer-
tainty” and perfect insight into that unexpected 
individual standing on the shore, the one who is 
cooking the fish and warming the bread—then 
no faith would be required.

The Fourth Gospel seems to understand that 
at times, like the disciples, we, too, may find a 
troubling mixture of both knowing and unknow-
ing racing simultaneously through our souls.

Scripture to Read
John 21:13

Comment 31
Despite the disciples’ doubts, despite their 

mixture of knowing and unknowing, the Fourth 
Gospel offers us a remarkable witness. It tells us 
that Jesus comes, takes bread, and gives it to them—
fish likewise. Just a few verses earlier, John 20:29b 
put it this way: “Blessed are those who have not 
seen—and yet have come to believe.”

Through its vivid details, John 21 serves as 
a reminder. It’s a reminder that if we choose to 
abide in the Light that flickers mysteriously on 
the shore, if, despite our questions and uncer-
tainties, despite our pains and failures, we never-
theless choose to sit and dine at the unseen feast 
of Love that is spread before us, then that Holy 
One whom we struggle to understand will in-
deed come to us, will indeed feed us, will indeed 
nourish us—no matter where earth’s cruel twists 
might take us.

A somewhat similar spirit is conveyed by an 
old spiritual with these words:

I’m gonna sit at the welcome table,
I’m gonna sit at the welcome table one of these 

days.
I’m gonna sit at the welcome table,
I’m gonna sit at the welcome table, allelu.

I’m gonna eat and drink with my Jesus,
I’m gonna eat and drink with my Jesus one of 



these days.
I’m gonna eat and drink with my Jesus,
I’m gonna eat and drink with my Jesus, allelu.

Scripture to Read
John 21:14

Comment 32
On one level, the statement here is puzzling. 

We are told that this is “the third time” that Je-
sus “showed himself ” to the disciples after he 
was risen from the dead. It’s puzzling because it 
seems at first to be the fourth scene in this Gospel 
in which Jesus appears after his crucifixion and 
resurrection. But the Fourth Gospel has carefully 
presented the first appearance—the appearance 
to Mary Magdalene—as an appearance prior to 
Jesus’ full ascension to God. “Don’t hold me 
back,” he tells her, “for I am not yet ascended to 
my Father.”

By including these words with the appearance 
of Jesus to Mary Magdalene, the Fourth Gospel 
has insured that we will be able to count this ap-
pearance of Jesus on the beach as “the third time” 
Jesus “showed himself ” after his full rising from 
the dead.

Comment 33
Why does it matter to the Fourth Gospel that 

this is “the third time” that Jesus showed himself? 

We can’t be sure, of course, but this is the “show-
ing” that involved one hundred and fifty three fish, 
a number that builds on the seventh prime num-
ber, the number that evokes completion, and a 
number that creates an equilateral triangle that 
perfectly points to that which is Above, no mat-
ter whichever way you place it.

And by reminding us that this is the “third 
time” that Jesus “showed himself,” we are given 
an additional  reminder of this remarkable shape. 
The fire on the beach—and the loving invitation 
to “come and dine”—is the completion of a di-
vine triangle. It’s the third corner, so to speak, the 
final “point” that makes the witness whole.


