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 Today we are four weeks from Easter, which might be about when Peter said to the disciples, “I’m going fishing.” 
Peter was a fisherman, so when he said, “I’m going out to fish” it was like saying, “It’s time to go back to work.” For all the 
joy of Easter, Peter still had to eat and the bills didn’t pay themselves. We can hear Peter telling his kids, “Yes, Jesus is 
risen, but you still have to do your homework and you are going to school tomorrow.” 
 
 Jesus’ resurrection was wondrous. It meant that the world is charged with life, ruled by grace, and open to all 
kinds of possibility. But the resurrection didn’t land the disciples on Easy Street. Believers in the risen Christ get up and 
work hard like anyone else. They find their budgets and bodies expended. After the resurrection of Jesus, people and life in 
general continued to make demands. And when Peter returned to his fishing job, Jesus’ resurrection didn’t make the sea 
any more generous.  
 

He and the disciples fished all night, and when the sun crested the horizon they hadn’t caught anything. Life could 
be like that. Our efforts can fail to yield the life that we hoped for. Somewhere in his past, Peter might have been told what 
we’ve heard ourselves, that in this world you don’t get fish or paychecks, grades or promotions or cures simply for free. 
You get these by working at them. So if life isn’t yielding what you want, just work harder. 

 
It’s true that we get pay for work, certificates for accomplishments, degrees for grades, and promotions for 

performance. Which means that we can live knocking ourselves out trying to earn the life we want. Demands are made us 
on and we pour our lives into meeting them. But if we live as though life is all about earning what you get, we can end up 
relating to God as though God operates that way too.  

 
When Jay Leno hosted the Tonight Show, he had a sketch in which he asked random people on the street to 

name one of the Ten Commandments. The most popular response was, “God helps those who help themselves.” Which, 
of course, is not one of the Ten Commandments. The saying, “God helps those who help themselves” isn’t even in the 
Bible. But maybe that’s a word we live by as though it were. And when we do, the god of our belief is not a God that is 
generous, but a god that only gives in return for our effort. A god that treats us no better than the world around us. 

 
When I was in college, my biology professor would post test scores in the hall outside his door. At their posting, 

students would flock to the list like fish at feeding time. Looking back I know what I was hungry for, how looked for my 
student number, my grade, and at how I stacked up compared to my classmates. I knew things rode on those scores, like 
entrance into graduate schools and opportunities afforded to those who performed well. When my test performance didn’t 
yield the grade I wanted, I didn’t chalk it up, as a fisherman might, to a bad night of fishing. I told myself that others had 
worked harder and studied better. So I’d work harder too. Good grades aren’t the product of professors’ generosity but by 
students’ performance and hard work.  

 
Hard work and determination are good qualities. But the God Jesus reveals doesn’t make our hard work the 

central strategy for thriving life. Jesus reveals a God in whom a life of thriving and joy and meaning and blessings comes 
purely as a gift. The God Jesus knows doesn’t ask us to earn our life from him. Jesus shows us a God with a generous heart 
who enjoys giving to God’s children. 

 
In the early morning light after their night of fruitless fishing, the disciples saw a man standing on the beach. It 

was Jesus but John says the disciples didn’t realize it was he. Across the water the man yelled, “Friends, haven’t you any 
fish?” “No!” they said.  

 



 2 

Sometimes Jesus’ work with us involves pointing out the obvious. Like that for all our hard work, we still haven’t 
caught a life abundant enough to fill the depths of our hearts. Our striving hasn’t given us more peace but only a greater 
longing for peace. Our accomplishments haven’t given us more contentment, but made us wonder what our lives would 
be without them. Sometimes Jesus comes to us, it’s to help us name our disappointment in how our efforts haven’t caught 
us the life we thought we were after. 

 
The man on the beach yelled again, “Why don’t you throw your net on the right side of the boat. Then you’ll find 

some fish.” Which, to Peter, must have sounded as though this man was out of touch. Did he really think they’d only been 
fishing the left side of the boat? We can treat Jesus as though he’s out of touch with the pressures and disappointments of 
our lives.  

 
But they did as he said…and their net filled with a catch so big they weren’t able to get it in the boat. That’s when 

a disciple in the boat yelled, “It’s the Lord!” Peter was so thrown, he put on his clothes and then jumped in the water. He 
swam to shore while the other disciples struggled tow in the great catch: 153 fish, John says. And large ones.  

 
Why does John tell us specifically that there were 153 fish? Bible interpreters have long been intrigued by John’s 

mention of the number of fish, as though there must be a secret meaning behind 153. At the turn of the fourth century, 
Augustine thought the number was symbolic and that it recalled how there are 10 Commandments and 7 gifts of the Holy 
Spirit. 10+7= 17, and if you add the integers from 1 to 17, you come up with 153. So the catch of fish must symbolize 
both the Law and the Gospel.  

 
But that just seems an instance of how preachers can overcomplicate things. Here’s what I think the number 153 

means. It’s pretty simple. The 153 fish means that God is generous. It means that the disciples were so bowled over by the 
abundant catch, one of them said, “How many fish are there?!” And when they had finished counting, there were 153. I 
don’t know if this is really true but I think should be, that from then on, after that amazing catch, when the disciples 
encountered God’s generosity in the crush of ordinary life they looked at each other with a gleam in the eye and said, 
“153”.  

 
See, the best we can tell, at the end of a night of fruitless fishing, it wasn’t as though Peter was at the end of his 

rope and asked God to step in. It wasn’t as though the disciples were starving and had prayed for a fishing miracle because 
they desperately needed a big catch. It wasn’t as though they’d done something good and the haul of fish was God’s 
reward.  

 
The 153 fish happened on a run of the mill morning at the word of a man that, at first, just seemed a guy walking 

on the beach. The catch was a sign that the resurrection life––the abundant life, the thirst-quenching, soul-filling life that 
Jesus talks about so much in the gospel of John––it happens in the midst of what feels unspectacular. Resurrection life 
takes place in the midst of where we feel that we have failed.  

 
This can be disorienting, which might be why Peter seems to go nuts and puts on his clothes before jumping in the 

sea to swim ashore? Because it was so disorienting to encounter God’s generosity at his workplace, on a humdrum day, in 
the normal events of life?  
 

Albert Einstein is said to have claimed that of all the questions in the universe, this is the question of ultimate 
importance: “Is the universe a friendly place or not?” Which is to say, is the universe centrally organized such that one 
must scratch and claw and persevere, looking out for threats and looking out for oneself, and constantly strive to secure a 
life worth having? If this is so, then the world will seem to be ruled by scarcity and we will live under the threat that we are 
not enough and that we will never have enough. If we live this way, trying to earn our way in the world, we’ll end up also 
trying to earn our way with God.  

 
Or, is the universe fundamentally a gracious place, where there is enough, where there is a life available to us that 

will satisfy, where even when life feels like a night of fishing without a catch, there may still be gifts to receive. The gospel 
says that, in fact, the universe is centrally organized around the God of grace and love who raises Jesus from the dead. A 
God whose way with the world is not founded on earning or reward but on generosity freely shown. 

 
Psalm 23 describes life in this world as an experience of grace in the care of a generous God. Psalm 23 has dark 

valleys that cast death’s shadow. The psalm knows a world in which there are enemies and things that are evil. But in the 
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midst of it all, there is a shepherd Lord whose way in the world is generous. A shepherding God who sees that we do not 
lack what we truly need. A God who is with us on our daily path, to guide us rightly, comfort us compassionately, and to 
fill us with life that flows over. God the shepherd does this for sheep, which are not creatures known to live by their own 
hard work. 

 
So this week’s soul training discipline is to pray Psalm 23 daily, and even more than once a day. Praying the psalm 

doesn’t magically solve any problems. Praying Psalm 23 doesn’t mean that life will involve less effort on our part. But 
praying the psalm reminds us that God is generous. That God delights to give to us. That all of God’s ways with us are 
goodness and mercy, so that when we look back on our life, we see not only our struggles but also the faithfulness of God 
who was holding us as we tried so hard to hold on ourselves. 

 
In his book The Good and Beautiful God, James Bryan Smith quotes 14th century English Julian of Norwich as saying, 

“The greatest honor we can give to God is to live gladly because of the knowledge of his love. What God most wants is to 
see you smile because you know how much God loves you.”   

 
I like to imagine Jesus watching Peter run onto shore with his sopping wet clothes, his mouth wide with a grin and 

his eyes dancing in amazement. I like to imagine Jesus receiving this goofy scene as an honor. But to Peter, the greatest 
generosity wasn’t the big catch of fish. It was the presence of Jesus himself, who took some of 153 fish and put them on the 
charcoal fire for breakfast.  
 

God’s big goal for our life is not for us to work harder, or to get farther ahead, or to make some grade, or to meet 
some standard of success. God’s big goal for our life is for you to be glad at the knowledge that he loves us, and to welcome 
that love as present and available every moment of every day. At the bottom of our hearts, the abundance we want is love, 
which cannot be earned. Love only comes freely given and received as a gift. No effort of ours can make God love us more 
than God already has in dying for us in Christ.  

 
When we know this, we may work hard in life but our work becomes different. Our work is no longer about 

earning because it’s about partnering with God who loves us to death. Believe that God is generous means that we can 
now throw ourselves into life, throw ourselves into our work, throw ourselves into your relationships because what these 
yield isn’t solely dependent on us.  

 
The resurrection of Jesus sets us free to take this life and really love it, because we are unburdened from having to 

make it for ourselves. God is generous, so we are free to life gladly in the knowledge of his love. Amen. 


