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Fish is Not Just a Philosophy 
(John 21:1-14) 

 

 There are more ways than one to talk about fishing and fish. In the late 

1990’s a “Fish Philosophy” was born. The inspiration came from Pike Place Fish 

Company in Seattle, WA, where positive energy and customer satisfaction is 

contagious. The philosophy consists of four business principles: be there, make 

their day, play, and choose your attitude. At Pike Place, the respect built within 

their teams encourages shared ownership of the culture.  Eighty percent of Fortune 

500 companies have taken this training.   

Jesus knew, when he called the disciples, that they were a diverse group. 

Once he was no longer physically present, all their quirks came to the surface. The 

outspoken Simon Peter is the first to take to fishing again and others follow him.  

Imagine, after their all-night fishing expedition, someone asking if they had 

caught anything? Not unlike when Mary Magdalene is kept from recognizing Jesus 

in the garden, the Disciples cannot tell that the man on the shore is Jesus. 

Commercial fishermen face a lot of pressure. Changing weather conditions, a need 

to keep the boat in good repair, cleaning nets and lines, and the long hours required 

to make it all worth the effort… and now Simon Peter, James and John who had 

been professional fishermen, come up with nothing!   

 Have you been there? You put everything you have into making it work, only 

to realize that your best wasn’t good enough. This is a humbling place to be. You 

feel defeated. The plans you made changed, the job you wanted went to someone 

else, the school you hoped to attend denied your application, the person you 

wished to date didn’t even look your way, or the big dreams you once had seem to 

fade away. We have all had to face failure in our lives. Experiencing failure is not 

the defining moment. It is what we do next that matters most.       

 There were seven Disciples that had followed Simon Peter to go fishing. After 

their failures, Jesus greets them from afar with a proposal. “Cast the net on the 

right side of the boat.” One can reason that the net was either on the left side or 

already gathered into the boat. Either way, the new attempt was all Jesus’ idea. But 

before we move on to the miraculous catch, did you notice what Jesus called the 

grown men?  

 The ESV translation says, “Children, do you have any fish?” The NIV 

translation (the ones we have in the pew) says, “Friends, haven’t you any fish?” 
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Here, we have a word, paidia, which, when used a dozen other times in the New 

Testament, is most often translated “children.” One example is when Jesus says, 

“Let the little children come to me.” (Mark 10:14) An even more memorable 

example is when Jesus says, “Unless you become like children you cannot inherit 

the kingdom.” (Matthew 18:3), Same word. Clearly then, Jesus is looking for the 

men to display humility after their efforts came up short. 

 Take yourself back to that experience of facing failure. How did you react to 

the event? Some go through these moments with a righteous indignation that 

shows they are far from becoming an adult. The failures we experience are not the 

main challenge, but how we learn from them. When we fail and refuse to accept 

our own part in the pain, then we will miss out on the lessons God wishes to teach 

us. If we realize the setback can set us up in the future, then we become more 

mature. The Disciples had been humbled, professionals though they once were at 

catching fish. On this day they caught nothing. 

 Jesus tells them to try a new technique. “Cast the net on the right side of the 

boat and you will find some (fish).” The men listen and their nets begin to fill with 

fish, but the weight of the catch makes it too great to haul into the boat. Now they 

were faced with a NEW challenge, too many fish!  

Sometimes new ways create new challenges but that is all part of the learning 

process. When unexpected events occur, our natural impulses kick in. In John’s 

case he calls out, “It’s the Lord”, in Peter’s case he, “jumped into the water.” The 

school of fish that filled the net numbered well over one hundred. Once Peter sees 

Jesus, he could care less about fish, and so he swims to the shore. The other 

Disciples, possibly in another boat, help to bring in the heavy net filled with fish. 

 Once on land the fishermen saw that Jesus already had a charcoal fire going 

complete with fish and bread. Jesus did not need the one hundred and fifty-three 

fish. They clearly were part of a test. Yet he does say, “Bring some of the fish that 

you have just caught.” Though the Lord is the one who made it happen, he kindly 

gives them credit for catching the fish. Humility is an attractive quality.  

 The Fish Philosophy says that “Respect built within their teams encourages 

shared ownership of cultivating a positive workplace environment.” A successful 

business philosophy can often be applied to a church. The goals to be there, make 

their day, play, and choose your attitude are all applicable to us as well. The most 

inspiring aspects of a church are testimonies of when neighbors or strangers 
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became friends. Various events present us with opportunities to be there for 

others, make someone’s day and/or show our playful side.  

 When the Disciples are faced with an uncertain future, they go back to what 

they knew how to do in the past. We often do the same. When our efforts do not 

bring us the results we desire, we begin to look around for someone to blame. 

Maybe Peter has just finished berating the others for not doing enough to catch 

fish. Or maybe James and John were having a debate about who should tell Peter 

that his old techniques were ineffective. Who knows?  

 Choosing your attitude is not a one-time event. It requires ongoing work. If 

you struggle with this part of the Fish Philosophy, you are not alone. From time to 

time we can forget to be intentional about our attitude. But every day presents us 

with new opportunities to improve. If something positive has come from this 

COVID-19 pandemic, it has been the time given to families to add that Fish 

Philosophy element of play. All pediatricians and educators know the value of play 

in a child’s social, emotional and psychological development.  

 Certain things are beyond our control, such as the impact of this season on 

our local economy and the distance that we are still required to place between 

ourselves and one another. But our overall well-being is never dictated by a 

governmental employee or a disease. Every single one of us can make someone 

else’s day. Bake cookies, send a card, call on the phone or set up a Zoom meeting 

to connect. These simple ways of using our resources for good will also make 

ourselves feel good. Generosity is a win/win experience.  

 Last week we talked about the challenges of doubt or worry.  This week, it is 

confusion and disappointment that seem to plague the Disciples. Think about the 

ways in which your faith is most often put to the test.  It does not occur when things 

are smooth, but when life is tough. As the old hymn says, “Prone to wander- Lord, 

I feel it- Prone to leave the God I love.” (Come Thou Fount)  

The Disciples returned to fishing because they could not figure out how to 

carry on without the one who taught them new skills. This can occur in all of us. 

The key is not to expect that old skills will bring about new results. Today’s 

disciples/families have been forced to be together, which has been challenging but 

also helpful. The challenging part may be controlling the tone of our voices or our 

tempers. The helpful part includes daily meals being shared with each other and 

new memories being made. We may be learning new skills…  
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We are not saying “We needed this,” because families in our culture have 

been under attack for generations. Now that we have been forced to focus on them, 

we see how much work still needs to be done. Our friendships are being challenged 

just as much as our family ties. The distance Health professionals say we need to 

maintain is ironically beginning to hurt us in new ways.  

Psychologists would explain that we are naturally social creatures, and any 

extended period of isolation can be harmful to our mental stability. In time, we will 

gather again… in time. Tuesday’s Elders meeting will spend much time discussing 

the next steps to ensuring a safe and healthy church environment. 

So here on the shoreline, eating breakfast together (even fish) is a form of 

therapy for the first disciples. None of them needs to say a word as they sit around 

the fire. They just need to be with Jesus and one another to know that everything 

is going to be alright. Each of them has things that they are thinking about, (Peter’s 

issues are worked out in the next few verses), but no words are needed. They just 

need to sit and break bread with their Master.  

Our challenges are not insurmountable. But they are new, and sometimes 

new can feel impossible. Just as Jesus calls to the Disciples from the shoreline, so 

too, in this pandemic, our families and communities still need Jesus to break bread 

with us. Friends… children… listen!  Do you hear Him calling?  

In the name of the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit,  

Amen. 


