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Most of you know that I grew up in a logging family.  I worked in the woods every 

summer while I was in college. One Friday in early June, just after I had graduated 

from high school, I was not concentrating on what I was doing, and hit the chain 

saw on the log instead of with one of the branches that I was supposed to be 

cutting off the log before it was loaded onto the truck.  The saw kicked up and 

came down on my left outer thigh and cut it to the bone.  It took month to heal.  I 

remember going back to work, and how my body cringed when I looked at a 

chainsaw.  It was a bad memory that I had to overcome in order to do my work.  

 

The 21
st

 chapter of John’s Gospel speaks powerfully of our work, our mission as 

the baptized people of God, members of Christ’s body the Church.  Whenever we 

hear about fishing or about being in a boat in the Gospels, we know that the 

message is about the work or the mission Jesus gives us as church.  The disciples, 

and Simon Peter in particular, have to overcome their fear, their sense of 

inadequacy in order to live their call with confidence.   Peter had to overcome a 

bad memory to let go of his sense of inadequacy and Jesus with great love and 

gentleness helps him to do just that.  The symbol of that transformation is the 

charcoal fire.  

 

The charcoal fire appears in two places in John’s Gospel, first in today’s post 

resurrection scene where Jesus reveals himself to the disciples who have been 

fishing unsuccessfully all night.  Imagine their frustration and feeling like failures.  

He gives them a simple instruction and they listen, and they catch 153 fish!  When 

come to the shore and Jesus already has fish that he is cooking on a charcoal fire.  

The second place where there is a charcoal fire is in chapter 18 where Peter is 

warming himself, while he denies three times that he knows Jesus, who about to 

be go to trial to be crucified.  This was the worst moment of Peter’s life.  When he 

saw Jesus at the charcoal fire, he had to think of denying Jesus.  Jesus helps him to 

let go of his failure, just as he has done with all the disciples who had a miserable 

night fishing. He helps then to reclaim their true identity.  His question is simple 

and compassionate, “Simon, Son of John, do you love me?” He asks it three times 

to overcome the three times Peter denied him. Peter’s identity, our identity is 

found not in our failures, not even in our successes, our true identity is found in 

our love for Jesus, or rather his love for us, our relationship with him.  Our 

relationship with Christ is what will help us overcome our failures and to better 



understand the true source of our success. Everything that we have is a gift from 

the Lord.  With him, even our failures can be transformed into a gift.  Our 

successes has little to do with us, they are rather about the “charcoal fire” his love 

for us. Consider the possible meaning of the 153 fish.  No one knows for sure why 

the evangelist includes that number.  Here is one possibility: In Hebrew, each 

letter also has a numerical value. The letters in the Hebrew phrase, Beni ha 

Elohim which means “Sons of God” add up to 153.  If that understanding is 

correct, then it would seem to go along with Jesus calling Peter, “Simon, Son of 

John”.  Jesus wants to use even our failures to deepen our relationships with him 

and with each other. There are many beautiful truths of our faith, and the most 

important one being that we find our true self, our true identity is found in our 

relationship with Christ.   That is what changes everything.  Through the power of 

the Holy Spirit, it changes water, that through baptism transforms us to become 

adopted sons and daughters of God and brothers and sister to Christ and one 

another, it changes bread and wine into the Body and Blood of Christ, so that we 

become more and more one with him both spiritually and physically.  With the 

transforming power of the Holy Spirit we at times will find that our relationship 

with God as sons and daughters will enable to speak with words of love that are 

not our own, to live actions of love that are beyond what we once thought would 

be possible.  To be missionary disciples. Allow me to give one example of what I 

mean.  Recently I was talking with my cousin, Mark who teaches and coaches 

baseball at Kentwood High School.  This is how he subtly witnesses to his faith.  

When he talks with his students about their weekend and they ask him what he 

did, he will say something like, “I mowed the lawn, watched the Mariners, I went 

to Mass on Sunday, I visited family . . . .“ He then notices that some students 

respond, especially Catholic students and it allows for a different level of 

conversation. Jesus gives us our true identity and will show each one of us the 

way to catch fish.                                  

 

 

  

 

         


