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Another of the great threats to the global environment today is overfishing. A recent scientific study, although not universally accepted, argues that there will be hardly any more fish in the oceans in just forty years. The cause is not a few fishing enthusiasts. It’s the high-tech corporate fishing trawlers which scoop massive numbers of fish out of the waters for the markets. And the market demand for particular species disrupts the food chain. The depletion of one species of fish affects the future of all fish.

The story of the miraculous catch of fish in today’s Gospel is also about “overfishing.” However, it is allegorical. Jesus had told his apostles that he would make them “fishers of people.” Think of this story as a story about the early church’s efforts at spreading the Gospel. Sometimes the disciples were not welcome in a village; Jesus’ message would not be heard. The first missionaries were told to shake the dust from their feet and go where the word would find good soil. These were surely times of disappointment, not to mention persecution. It would be like fishing through the dark night and having no catch.

Other times and places, the word of Jesus caught on like wildfire, hundreds and thousands were baptized. How could this be explained? “It is the Lord.” The missionaries recognized the presence of the Risen Jesus, instructing them, showing them where to cast their nets, and producing a harvest of new Christians that could hardly be managed.  The number 153 is a symbolic number, suggesting the power of the Gospel to embrace all peoples and nations.

In our world today, words like “converting,” “proselytizing,” and “evangelizing” have a negative association. They suggest entrapment or brainwashing. The idea of bringing the whole world to belong to just one religion seems a fantasy. History and the present time have shown us the destructive effects of religious rivalry and zealotry. The religious history of Jews, Christians, and Muslims all meet in Jerusalem, but it is a place of division not of peace in worshipping a common God and Father. Older Catholics remember the days when a Catholic would not even enter a Protestant church, a day when a wedding between a Catholic and Protestant was held in the rectory, not in the church. Protestants were regarded as heretics, Jews as Christ-killers, Muslims as infidels, Buddhists and Hindus as pagans. Generally, the hard lessons of intolerance and the practice of democracy have achieved a greater openness and understanding of other religions. Only the hardened zealot or fundamentalist would think of coercing baptism on the unwilling.

Still, Jesus said, Go out into the whole world. Make disciples of all nations. Proclaim the good news. Baptize. Those who do not believe are condemned. What shall we make of this? How shall we obedient to Jesus’ command? The answer is that Christ speaks to us now, not in the past. The message is valid, but it has a different application in our time. It is different because we listen to the Risen Christ speaking now, in this moment, in our culture, in our world. The Risen Christ is not a memory on a page, but a person living here, among us, in his Church.

What might he be saying? He is saying that all human beings have freedom of worship, freedom of conscience. Each person must seek God in his or her own way, according to his or her conscience.

And yet, the Gospel—God’s Good News—must not be cast aside as irrelevant or as a cultural antiquity of the western world. The Gospel is a gift that we offer, not an ideology we compel others to accept. Missionaries today are not so inclined to stand on a soapbox with a bible or crucifix in their hands, speaking to people they regard as ignorant. Evangelization today is accomplished less by concepts and catechisms than by Christians truly living as Jesus lived. The Gospel is offered by the example of faithful men and women ministering to the hungry, seeking to alleviate human suffering around the world, educating the ignorant, helping women establish small businesses, protecting young boys from the pressure of turning to militias and guerilla warfare. The metaphorical net of the Church becomes full through ordinary men and women living their faith in sincerity and truth. The faith is transmitted by Christians who show joy in their faith. It is transmitted by believers who are welcoming and hospitable to the stranger. In a word, the most effective evangelization is the example of men and women who live the Gospel of mercy and forgiveness sincerely, despite its cost.  

The sea of humanity can never be overfished unless we force people into the net of our religion. But if we take Jesus word seriously, “Go to the right side,” our faith will be enriched by encountering men and women of all faiths, beliefs, and religions.

