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Prophets can be difficult! Isaiah was a difficult prophet. John the Baptist was a difficult prophet.
The readings we just heard (Isaiah 41:13-20 and Matthew 11:11-15) are both difficult texts!
When we find such difficult readings in the Lectionary, we may be tempted to choose other biblical
texts, such as the nicer readings recommended for Our Lady of Loreto, today’s optional memorial.
But one good aspect of the Lectionary for Mass is that it sometimes gives us scriptures we might not
choose, and might not like, which can challenge us in ways we might not want, but really need!
As you know, life is not always easy, and we’re now living in particularly difficult times:
not only the COVID pandemic, but we all have physical aches and pains, bodily illnesses and diseases;
we all have inter-personal tensions, within couples, families, friends, or in any community;
we currently also have strong social and political divisions, both in the USA and worldwide;
and we even have some strong tensions and unfortunate divisions within our Church.
I suspect that by now none of us has not been affected by the COVID pandemic: job loss, illness,
death of friends or family? We Jesuits of USA West Province have 42 men who have tested positive
for COVID-19 in our retirement community in Los Gatos, CA, with two deaths so far this week!
Yet in the midst of all this, many passages in the Bible also give us a message of hope: Do not fear!
God is present! We will rejoice again! The prophets Isaiah and John the Baptist spoke to their own
people in very difficult times also, yet they were able to keep their focus on God.
In Isaiah 41, the prophet addresses the people: “O worm Jacob, O maggot Israel”! He may not be
insulting them, but expressing how the people themselves must have felt, living in difficult times.
But Isaiah also tells them, “Fear not!” – and then describes some wonderful images of renewal:
abundant water (rivers & fountains & springs) will make the desert bloom, and the land will produce
many good and helpful plants (various trees are listed here).
Knowing that God cares for them should lead the people not to fear, but to extol, bless, praise, and
thank God, as we hear in today’s Responsorial Psalm (Ps 145: 1, 9-13).
Recall that “prophecy” (in the biblical sense) is not “predicting the future,” not crystal-ball gazing!
Rather a “prophet” is a “spokesperson for God,” an intermediary between God and the people, and
so prophets act in two ways: first, they convey God’s messages to the people; and second, they call
the people to recognize God in their midst.
The “John” in today’s Gospel reading is the one we usually call “the Baptist”; but he was also:
John the Prophet – a messenger, calling people to repent, to turn back to God, to live in justice; and
John the Precursor/Forerunner – pointing the people toward the Messiah, the “mightier one”: Jesus!

Each year, the Gospels on the Second and Third Sundays of Advent focus on John (the Baptist).
This year, which is “Year B” in our three-year Lectionary cycle, the Gospel for the Second Sunday
(Mark 1:1-8) focuses more on John’s initial preaching, calling the people to repent; but in the Gospel
for the Third Sunday (John 1:6-8, 19-28), John talks about the one who is coming after him.
The Gospels for weekday Masses in the middle of Advent tell us even more about John the Baptist,
starting today (Thursday of the 2nd Week of Advent) and up to December 16. They record what Jesus
said about John the Baptist (Matt 11:11-19; 17:9-13; 21:23-32; Luke 7:18-30; and John 5:33-36).
To understand today’s Gospel, Matt 11:11-15, we need to look at all of Matthew 11. The chapter
starts (vv. 1-6) with John in prison, sending messengers to ask Jesus: “Are you the one? Or should we
await another?” Does this mean John doubted? Didn’t he already know that Jesus was the Messiah?
This story teaches us that it’s OK to doubt! Even John the Baptist doubted, because Jesus didn’t do
the things most Jewish people expected the “Messiah” to do; he wasn’t a military/political leader
who would kick out the Roman occupiers and restore the political independence of their nation.
Then Jesus basically answers, “Look at my actions! I am healing people, raising the dead, preaching
good news to the poor!” Yes, Jesus is God’s Messiah, albeit in a different way than they expected.
In the next section (Matt 11: 7-15), Jesus discusses what the people thought about John, and who
John really was: Was he a prophet? Yes, but even more: he was the “forerunner,” the one sent to
“Prepare the way of the Lord.” He was “Elijah,” the “final prophet” expected before the Messiah!
(Although John himself suffered “violence,” being beheaded by the ruler, Herod Antipas.)
Speaking of prophets, don’t forget that Jesus was also a “prophet,” and that he expects all of us to be
“prophets” too (not “predicting the future,” but in the biblical sense of being “God’s spokespersons”).
And in a way, we can be even “greater than John” (Matt 11:12), since John didn’t know all of Jesus’
teachings, see all his miracles, or live to see Jesus’ death and resurrection. We can be even greater
than John because we know the full story of the life, death, and resurrection of Jesus, and we can
have God’s Holy Spirit living and speaking and working in us!
So how can we be “prophets”? In the same basic ways as Isaiah and John and Jesus:
Recall the two main roles of prophets: 1) to speak God’s words to other people; and 2) to help people
recognize God (especially in Jesus).
We, members of EOHSJ, already do a lot of this! Aside from whatever you do individually and in your
parish, as Knights and Dames we also testify how important God is in our lives (by participating in
prayer and sacraments, trying to live our faith in daily life), and we work for peace and justice,
especially in the Holy Land! Our support of Christians in the Holy Land is truly “prophetic”!

As you know, aside from a few recent converts from Judaism and some Catholic immigrants from
other countries (esp. India and the Philippines), most Christians in the Holy Land are Palestinians,
descendants of families who have lived there for centuries.
Unfortunately, many Americans today think that all Palestinians are Arabs, and all Arabs are Muslims.
And if they think Muslims are bad, then Arabs bad, and Palestinians bad! We say that’s simply wrong!
All people are created and loved by God (although as individuals, we might be good or bad), and all
people deserve life, dignity, freedom, justice. We are not opposed to Jews or Muslims. Even if our
main focus is to help the Christians who live there, we strive to promote peace, justice, and harmony
between all peoples in Holy Land: Jews, Muslims, and Christians alike.
Since our support of Palestinian Christians in the Holy Land is prophetic, it is often misunderstood,
opposed, or even denounced by others. Some Americans even think we are anti-Israel because we
support Palestinians (Christians). Not true! But we do strive to love all people, just as God does!
So, may we continue to be true “prophets” (in the biblical sense), always speaking God’s truth, like
Isaiah and John Baptist did, and helping people to recognize God, even in the midst of difficult times!

Some Questions for Reflection:
1) In difficult times, Isaiah says, “Fear Not”! – What do we ourselves most fear? Can we hear God say,
“Be not afraid”?
2) Do we extol, bless, praise, thank God enough, on a daily basis? (Or is too much of our prayer only
petitioning and complaining?)
3) Do we listen to John the Baptist’s message to us: both to “repent” and to “focus on Jesus”?
4) Are we “prophetic” like John: both pointing others to God/Jesus, and speaking/working for justice,
peace, and reconciliation?

[Note: For the sake of time, I omitted Question #2 in the live presentation.]

