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First, it’s great to be here at Archbishop Spalding High School on such a great
occasion. I’m delighted to be here to help you get the new school year off to a great
start; to bless this beautifully expanded and renovated auditorium; to join you in
thanking your President, Kathleen Maher, and your principal, Lewis Van Wambeke,
for their leadership; to join you in thanking the board, faculty, and staff here at
Spalding; and with you to thank your parents for making the sacrifice to send you
here. And let’s also show our gratitude to the donors who made possible these
tremendous improvements in your wonderful school! This is a great school designed
to give you a great future.

I should tell you that have one thing in common with Archbishop Spalding – I don’t
mean the school but Archbishop Spalding himself. I attended the same school that
Archbishop Spalding attended, St. Mary’s College near Bardstown, Kentucky. We
weren’t classmates! He went there for college shortly after the school opened in
1821 and I was there for high school back in the late 1960’s. Archbishop Spalding’s
family  was  originally  from  Southern  Maryland  and  emigrated  through  the
Cumberland  Gap,  winding  up  in  central  Kentucky,  along  with  many  Southern
Maryland  families.  As  you  know Archbishop  Spalding  served  as  Archbishop  of
Baltimore during and right after the Civil War and he championed the abolition of
slavery and the cause of those who had been freed. Had he lived a little longer, he
likely would have been the first U.S. Cardinal. You should be very proud of the
Archbishop after whom your school is named!
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In the Gospel we read about fishing. You know Peter and the other apostles were
what we’d call today “commercial fishermen”. They knew what they were doing. But
as the Gospel story opens, we find they weren’t having much luck. They worked the
whole night long and caught nothing.

Then they encounter Jesus. Jesus tells them to try again. And when they do, their
nets are filled to the breaking point. Peter realizes that this was a miraculous catch
of fish, that Jesus enabled him to do what he & the other apostles could not do on
their own. Peter is humbled and says to Jesus, “Depart from me for I am a sinful
man.”

Here’s one thing this Gospel is NOT teaching us – It’s not teaching us to use Jesus as
a substitute for our own efforts. So, let’s say you’re having trouble with algebra or
chemistry or any other subject – maybe you’re getting ready for an exam and in spite
of your hard work, you’re just not getting the hang of it. This Gospel is not teaching
you to snap your fingers and ask Jesus magically to help you meet the challenge.
Jesus didn’t help Peter catch fish because he wanted to help Peter be a successful
commercial fisherman. Jesus helped Peter catch all those fish because he wanted to
make a point – from that moment onward Peter & the other apostles would be doing
the Lord’s work, namely, attracting other people to Jesus and to the Gospel.

Here at Archbishop Spalding you have the opportunity to develop your talents. It’s a
place where they don’t just hand you a fish, they teach you how to fish. You are
challenged, taught, and formed to develop your God-given talents and to put them to
the test – in the classroom, in this auditorium, on the field, in service to one another
and to others, in various social settings, and much more. You’re gaining a lot of
knowledge and acquiring a lot of skills and in the process you’ve begun to think
about how to further your education and maybe you’ve even thought ahead to a
future career.

What this Gospel teaches you and me is that we don’t do all this by ourselves. We
are accompanied by our teachers, classmates, siblings, and parents – all true – but
there is always an unseen partner in all our endeavors, namely, the Lord Jesus. Yes,
he wants us to develop and use our talents – he wants us to catch a lot of fish – but
he also has in mind for you some special mission in life beyond a brilliant career and



material success. In some way, the Lord wants you to be part of his mission. Just as
Jesus wanted Peter & the others to be part of his work of spreading the Gospel, so
too Jesus is going to want you to be a part of his mission in the world today. So he’s
calling you to a specific vocation in life – whether it is marriage, religious life, or the
priesthood – and he will call you to do some special work in your life reserved for no
one else. It’s not a moment too soon to think about what your vocation and mission
will be. Missing the boat on either your vocation or your mission is a recipe for a life
of unhappiness – for, as the immortal Dante said, “In his will is our peace.”

In the last years of the 19th century a great Catholic thinker, Cardinal Newman,
summed up what I’m trying to say – this is how he put it: “God knows me and calls
me by my name . . . God has created me to do Him some definite service; He has
committed some work to me which He has not committed to another. Somehow I am
necessary for His purposes… I have a part in this great work; I am a link in a chain,
a bond of connection between persons. He has not created me for naught. I shall do
good, I shall to His work. I shall be an angel of peace, a preacher of truth in my own
place without intending it, if I do but keep His commandments and serve him in my
calling. Therefore I will trust Him… whatever, wherever I am …”

Have a great year in this great school.

God bless you and keep you always in His love!


