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This Gospel gave me goose bumps the first time I read it. Can you just visualize Peter on his knees before Jesus? Peter knew he was in the presence of an awesome power, and he knew he was not worthy. He was “astonished” at the overflowing catch of fish when he and the other men had spent all night on the water without one bite. But let’s back up a few verses and examine Peter and his reaction a little more closely.

We know Peter as a hard-working, hard-headed, opinionated, outspoken, doubtful, rough around the edges, slightly chicken-hearted (sank in the water after walking a few feet, denied Jesus three times) fisherman. He had been fishing all night, the best time to fish on the Sea of Galilee, and was already cleaning the nets, a sign that he was done for the day. In fact, he was letting Jesus use his boat, his mobile office headquarters, as a preaching pulpit. Nope, he wasn’t planning to fish any more that day.

And yet, Jesus tells him to place the nets back in the water. What I find most surprising is that Peter did it with only a teeny argument: “Well, we didn’t have any luck all night. But, okay, if you say so.” Why was Peter so compliant? He usually argued about everything.

If you back up a little in Luke,  you’ll find that Jesus had just healed Peter’s mother-in-law—the one with the severe fever, remember? Maybe Peter was impressed with this man who healed the sick and was so passionate about the “Word of God” he was preaching from Peter’s boat. Maybe Peter wanted to see what this man, this carpenter, knew about fishing—after all, Peter fished for a living and knew everything about fishing!

So, here comes the huge catch, enough to nearly sink the boat. And Peter is in awe. “Leave me!” he says fearfully to Jesus. “I am a sinful man.”  Aren’t we all?

And don’t we react the same in the presence of God? Instead of embracing the awesome power before us when we feel his presence in our lives, we push it away, run from it, deny it. We see only our inadequacies, just like Peter did. We see how sinful we are, how much we have failed. How does Jesus react? Once again, he is a loving parent, a best friend who says, “Don’t be afraid.” He’s right there, encouraging us when we deserve it the least, telling us what we are going to do next.

This incident wasn’t about fishing. It was about one man’s encounter with the living God and how it changed his life forever. We get that chance every time we attend liturgy and receive the Eucharist. Is it changing your life forever? 

