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It must surely be true that Jesus called disciples. All the gospel accounts agree on that.  

 

But they don’t all quite agree on all of the particulars. The way Matthew and Mark tell it, just 

about the first thing Jesus did after his time in the wilderness was to begin calling the first 

disciples. And it almost seems like he picked Simon Peter and his brother Andrew first simply 

because they were the first fisherfolk he saw that day (Matthew 4:18-19; Mark 1:16-17).  

 

But that’s not how Luke tells it. No, the way Luke tells it, the first thing Jesus did after his time 

in the wilderness was to begin teaching in the synagogues of Galilee. He eventually made his 

way home to Nazareth, as we heard here the past two Sundays. And then Jesus continued on 

from there, teaching and healing along the way. He stopped in Capernaum on some following 

sabbath day, and it looks like that’s when he first met Simon Peter, who invited Jesus as a guest 

to his home that day. And it was there that Jesus healed the fisherman’s mother-in-law.  

 

Jesus went on to other towns and other synagogues after that. But he’d have left an impression. 

 

All of which is to say that Simon Peter knew Jesus before that day when Jesus came back to the 

town where Simon Peter lived and worked. They may even have been friends.  

 

I love that Matthew and Mark and Luke and John all tell the tale a little differently. I think it 

invites us to wonder if there may have been more to the story than we’ve yet heard.   

 

The Roman Catholic priest and preacher and storyteller John Shea thinks so. This morning, I 

want to tell you the story the way he imagines it: “Going Fishing,” by John Shea. 

It is known by everyone who cares to know that the Lord Jesus and St. Peter used to retire to the 

local tavern after a hard day of ministry to break bread and drink wine together. 

 

On a certain rainy night St. Peter turned to the Lord Jesus and grinned, “We’re doing real good.” 

 

“We?” asked Jesus. 

 

Peter was silent. “Alright, you’re doing real good,” he finally said. 

 

“Me?” asked Jesus. 

 

Peter pondered a second time. “Alright, God’s doing real good,” he finally admitted. 

 



  | Page 2 

But Jesus saw how reluctant Peter was to admit the source of all goodness. He laughed and hit 

the table with his fist. 

 

It was the laugh that got to Peter. He pushed his face toward Jesus and blurted out, “Look! I 

was somebody before you came along. You didn’t make me. I know now everybody says, 

‘There goes the Lord Jesus and his sidekick St. Peter. Jesus cures them and Peter picks up the 

pieces.’ But it wasn’t always that way. People knew me in my own right. I was respected and 

looked up to. They would say, ‘There goes Peter, the greatest fisherman in all of Galilee.’” 

 

“I heard you were a very good fisherman, Peter,” said Jesus who was always quick to praise. 

 

“You’re darn right I was. And tomorrow I am going to prove it. We are going fishing, and you 

will see how the other fishermen respect me and look to my lead.” 

 

“I would love to go fishing, Peter. I have never been fishing,” said Jesus, who was always looking 

for new adventures. “But what will we do with all the fish we are going to catch?” 

“Well,” Peter smiled the smile of the fox. “We’ll eat a few, store the rest, wait till there’s a 

shortage, then put them on the market at top dollar and turn a big profit.” 

 

“Oh,” said Jesus, who had that puzzled and pained look on his face that Peter had often 

observed, as if something that had never crossed his mind just made a forced entry. Peter 

wondered how someone as obviously intelligent as Jesus could be so slow in some matters. 

 

The next morning at dawn Jesus and Peter were down at the shore readying their boat. And it 

was just as Peter had said. When the other fishermen saw Peter, they sidled over. “Going out, 

Peter?” they asked.  

 

“Yeah,” answered Peter, not looking up from the nets. 

 

“Mind if we come along?”  

 

“Why not?” shrugged Peter, pretending to be bothered by them. 

 

When they left, he glared over at Jesus and said, “See?” 

 

Peter’s boat led the way …  

 

Now Peter was a scientist of a fisherman. He tasted the water, scanned the sky, peered down 

into the lake, pointed off to the side, and gave the word in a whisper: “Over there.” 

 

“Why isn’t anyone talking?” asked Jesus in a voice much too loud for the quiet work of snaring 

fishes. “Shhhh!” Peter put his finger to his lips and glared at Jesus. 
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The boats formed a wide circle around the area Peter had pointed to. “Let down the nets,” 

Peter’s voice crept over the surface of the water. 

 

“Why not just toss them in?” blurted out Jesus, who had hopes of learning about fishing. 

A second SHHHH! came from Peter. 

 

The fishermen let down their nets and then began to pull them in. But something was wrong. 

The muscles of their arms did not tighten under the weight of the fish. The nets rose quickly; the 

arms of the men were slack. All they caught was water. 

 

The fishermen rowed their boats over to Peter. They were a chorus of anger. “The greatest 

fisherman in all of Galilee, my grandmother’s bald head! You brought us all the way out here 

for nothing. We’ve wasted the best hours of the hours of the day and we have nothing to show 

for it.” And they rowed toward shore shouting curses over their shoulder. Jesus said nothing. 

 

Peter tried a second time. He checked the nets, scanned the sky, tasted the sea, and peered into 

the depths. At long last he looked at Jesus and, pointing out into the sea, said, “Over there!” 

 

No sooner had he said, “Over there!” than Jesus was at the oars, rowing mightily, the muscles 

of his back straining with each pull. 

 

And all day long under the searing sun Jesus and Peter rowed from place to place on the sea of 

Galilee. And all day long, under the searing sun, they let down their nets. And all day long, 

under the searing sun, they hauled in their nets.  And all day long, under the searing sun, they 

caught nothing. 

 

Evening fell and an exhausted Peter raised the tattered sail to make for shore. The weary Jesus 

sat in the prow, a look of anticipation on his face. 

 

It was then, as the boat glided toward shore, that it happened. All the fish in the sea of Galilee 

came to the surface. They leapt on one side of the boat and they leapt on the other side of the 

boat. They leapt behind the boat and they leapt in front of the boat. They formed a ring around 

the boat, escorting it toward the shore in full fanfare. 

 

Then in a mass suicide of fish, they began to leap into the boat. They landed in the lap of the 

laughing Lord Jesus. They smacked the astonished St. Peter in the face. When the boat arrived 

at shore, it was brimming, creaking, sinking under the weight of the fish. 

 

All the other fishermen were waiting. They gathered around Peter and slapped him on the back. 

“Peter, you scoundrel! You knew where the fish were all the time and never let on.”  

 

They hit him on the shoulder. “Peter, you rogue! You put us on. You are surely the greatest 

fisherman in all of Galilee.” 
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But Peter was uncharacteristically silent. He only said, “Give the fish to everyone. Tonight, no 

home in this village will go without food.” After that, he said nothing. 

 

But later that evening, at the tavern with bread and wine between them, Peter looked across the 

table at Jesus and said, “Go away from me. I wanted the fish to prove something … to you, to 

them, to myself. I wanted to show myself to be better than others. I wanted the fish to lord it 

over others, not to feed them. You go away from me. I am a selfish and sinful man.” 

 

But Jesus smiled, not the smile of the fox, but the smile that moves the sun and the stars. He had 

no intention of going away. He’d just caught a fish here. And his name was “Peter.” And there 

were other fish to catch. i (And Peter might just be in a better place to catch them now.) 
 

Well, that’s pretty much the way John Shea tells the story. Maybe it’s just another fish story, but 

it has something of the ring of truth to it … at least it does to my ears. It’s the story of the whole 

of Peter’s life, as well. Peter learned a lesson that day – one that he would, admittedly, have to 

learn again and again. How fish are not merely trophies for catching. How food is not merely 

for stockpiling. The lesson Jesus taught him was that everything is but a gift from God. And 

that all gifts – like the fish of the sea – are given for receiving and for sharing.  

 

Peter learned that day, not for the last time, mind you, that life is not merely for posturing, but 

for living and for loving. And as hard a time as Peter would have in learning these lessons, and 

as often as Jesus would have to keep teaching him, Jesus would not leave him – “sinful” though 

he be. Jesus would stay and help him “catch” onto that lesson … in the confidence that Peter 

could be taught to fish the same way. ii 

 

 

i  “Going Fishing, by John Shea, in The Spiritual Wisdom of the Gospels for Christian Preachers and Teachers, Year C: The Relentless Widow 

(Liturgical Press, Collegeville, Minnesota, 2006), pp. 39-42, slightly adapted. 

ii  A postscript on that last line in Shea’s story:  

Shea ends, “And there were other fish to catch.” It picks up on Jesus’ invitation to Simon Peter in this morning’s gospel: “… from 

now on you will be catching people.” (… ἀπὸ τοῦ νῦν ἀνθρώπους ἔσῃ ζωγρῶν.)  

It is a graphic image, and often unsettling for many of us, including (I suspect) most 21st century Episcopalians. The phrase 

“catching people” seems to suggest a trap laid for the unsuspecting. (Even if it is for their own good.) But there are, it seems, 

nuances lost in translation. A response to Mark Davis’ commentary @ https://leftbehindandlovingit.blogspot.com/2013/02/a-

boatload-of-fish.html allows that the verb (ζωγρῶν) can suggest being taken alive, as in the case of a prisoner being captured. 

But the verb can also suggest something more like “capturing attention, understanding, or one’s mind (i.e., you caught me, you 

caught my attention).” Mark Davis, in his reply to the comment, seems to agree: 

I have always been intrigued by the double-meaning of words like capture, captivate, captive, catch, etc. because they can go either in 

the direction forced captivity or a kind of lovely enchantment. 

That notion of a “lovely enchantment” resonates for me. And I think that’s why I like John Shea’s “fish tale” this morning.  

Our job, to the extent that we are all invited to go fishing for others, is not to do emotional or spiritual violence to them, but to 

entice them, to captivate them with another way of seeing (and living in) the world. We’ll recall the imagery of Michael Curry, 

describing our calling to help change this world from the nightmare it too often is into the dream God has for us all. 

John Shea doesn’t use Michael Curry’s language/phrasing, but I think he helps us imagine Peter glimpsing that dream of another 

way of living in this world. Jesus wants him to live into God’s dream for himself and for the world, not merely wallow in the old 

life he’d always known before. 

https://leftbehindandlovingit.blogspot.com/2013/02/a-boatload-of-fish.html
https://leftbehindandlovingit.blogspot.com/2013/02/a-boatload-of-fish.html

