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(Jn 21:1-19) 

 The apostles have now returned from Jerusalem to Galilee, and Jesus 
appears to them (as a group) for the third time.  It is likely the “third Sunday of 
Easter,” since Jesus was consciously establishing the pattern (cf. Jn 20:19,26) by 
which he which he would appear to the Church every Sunday hereafter in the 
Mass, until the end of the world.   

 A very important feature of so many of the Resurrection appearances is the 
way Jesus would be “unrecognized” until a certain moment.  For instance, in his 
very first personal Resurrection appearance to Mary Magdalene outside the tomb, 
she did not recognize him, and thought he was the gardener of the cemetery (Jn 
20:14-15), until he spoke her name.  Likewise, with the two disciples walking to 
Emmaus; even though he conversed with them on the road for several hours, they 
did not recognize it was Jesus until he celebrated the Eucharist (Lk 24:30-31).   

 Something similar happens in the Resurrection appearance in Galilee: the 
apostles in the boat see and hear the man on the shore, but do not recognize him 
until the miraculous catch of fish.  But there is a notable difference in this 
resurrection appearance from the others: they do not “see” with their eyes that it is 
Jesus.  Instead, John the beloved disciples “puts two and two together” and 
concludes “it is the Lord!” (Jn 21:7).  This point is emphasized when they bring the 
boat to the shore and gather around the fire with him.  Even though they are 
literally next to him now, “none of the disciples dared ask him, ‘Who are you?’  
They knew it was the Lord” (Jn 21:12).  Though they were so close physically, 
their eyes still could not recognize Jesus, only their heart and mind.   

 Jesus is helping the Church, beginning with the Apostles, to understand the 
Sacraments, particularly the Sacrament of the Eucharist.  A Sacrament is a physical 
presence of the risen Lord in the midst of his disciples, though the recognition of 
him must take place through faith which sees beyond appearance.  The 
Resurrection is a new life, a new order of existence, and as long as we remain 
under the limitations of the current mortal condition, it will never be fully grasped 
by natural human powers.  Thus the Resurrection appearances always require an 
additional grace from the Lord for the individual to be “lifted” to that new level of 
seeing.  For Mary Magdalene, it came through her name; for the disciples at 
Emmaus it came through the Breaking of Bread.  And for the apostles in Galilee it 
comes through the recognition of how Jesus worked previously through events in 
their lives.   
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 John recognizes without doubt that “it is the Lord” because of the 
miraculous catch of fish.  This was the very miracle by which this exact group of 
apostles became his first followers (cf. Lk 5:1-11)!   

 But the appearance also recalls the time when Jesus came to them across the 
waters in the middle of the night (cf. Mt 14:22-32; Jn 6:16-21).  From a similar 
distance, he called to them in the boat, and they thought they were seeing a ghost.  
Peter was the one who said at the time, “Lord, if it is you bid me come…” and got 
out of the boat to meet Jesus across the waters, and act which he now repeats (v7).   

 By the loaves and fish (v9) Jesus reminds them of the miracle by which he 
fed the crowd (cf. Jn 6:1-14).  According to tradition, this resurrection appearance 
occurred in the same place he multiplied the loaves and fish, a deserted area of the 
Sea of Galilee that Jesus would often come to with his disciples.   

 Finally, by the charcoal fire and the triple question to Peter, he is recalling 
the incident at the high priest’s courtyard where Peter denied the Lord (Jn 18:18).   

 The Lord God works throughout our lives.  His hand is present in many 
different ways, but particularly in those moments of our life that had religious or 
spiritual significance.   

 It is important in the times we pray, to always look back on the past day, 
week, or year and ask how God was present.  Actually, it is important to look back 
on our entire life, from the day we were baptized, in order to understand more fully 
the experiences we have had of the Lord.  How do Catholics recognize Jesus in the 
Eucharist when they come to Mass?  They recognize the one who pulls together 
everything that has happened in the past, and even helps them grow through past 
weakness and failures.  In the Eucharist, the meaning of our life comes together in 
the present, and orients us toward the future.  This is particularly true for the 
weekly rhythm of our lives (based on Sunday Mass), but it can also be on a daily 
basis (through the weekday Masses), or an annual basis (through the great 
Solemnities of the liturgical calendar).  For Peter, this encounter with the Risen 
Lord pulled together his entire relationship with Jesus in order to prepare him for 
his future mission as leader of the flock (Jn 21:15-17), and for his ultimate death 
on a cross, in imitation of the Lord (Jn 21:18-19).   

 John the beloved disciple had a keen awareness of every experience with the 
Lord, into his old age, as is evidenced by the details he recalls when writing his 
Gospel.  He is therefore the one who most quickly and easily recognized “it is the 
Lord” who was speaking to them from the shore across the water.  We must 
cultivate the same kind of detailed, aware, and loving relationship with Jesus every 
time we engage him in scripture, prayer, sacrament, or service so as to recognize 
him each day, present in our lives.  


