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Isaiah 8:23-9:3
Ps. 27: 1, 4, 13-14
I Cor. 1: 10-13, 17
Mt. 4: 12-23


Today’s readings are rich in meaning. I find that they open up for us many possibilities and opportunities for living the gospel right here and now in what we know are very challenging circumstances. Isaiah and the people of Israel found themselves in an exceedingly perilous place at the time when the prophet was writing. The northern part of the country – Galilee in particular – found itself being used as the road for both trade and warfare among the nations of the near east. Israel was caught in the middle of the ambitions of others. Isaiah’s prophetic voice calls upon the people to look beyond the gloom of their present circumstances as they faced the prospect of being a conquered people once again, literally the tools of trade and empire serving as “the Road to the Sea.” Isaiah reminds them of God’s presence among them – God’s covenant with them. His vision: “The people walking in darkness are seeing a brilliant light!”

And the psalmist also focuses on trust in God, and casting out fear. His call is to cling to God’s promise with patient trust: “I know that I shall see the goodness of God in the land of the living. ”Wait for God,” he exhorts, “Let your heart take courage.”

In I Corinthians, Paul’s call is to unity – mutual support within the community. By drawing together as community, bonded by their common belief in Jesus as the light which reveals the Reign of God, they give one another hope and courage to live into the light in the midst of darkness.


And, of course, the gospel harks back to the words of Isaiah. Matthew firmly declares to his Jewish-Christian community that Jesus is indeed the light overcoming the darkness of which Isaiah spoke, Jesus is, to use our own parlance, an agent of change. He comes to reveal a new way of being – a way that focuses on relationship with God, that is not based on human power structures. He comes to make known that change is possible but that it requires courage and insight and vision; and most importantly, that the Reign of God takes hold by our own courageous words and actions rooted in Christ’s way.


Jesus’ message was really the same as Isaiah’s, and also John the Baptist’s: ”Change your hearts and your minds – for God is present , and the Reign of God is at hand!” Matthew tells us  that Jesus called his disciples, and then, he began to teach about the reign of God, and at the same time, he began to heal – that is – to show the Reign of God in action. 

Because Jesus taught the same things as John the Baptist, and other prophets, he also got the same push back from the purveyors of the imperial or institutional model. Jesus’ disciples, both then and now, need to be in the mode of john the Baptist – focused on integrity or wholeness, faithfully committed to the Reign of God as preached and practiced by Jesus. For believers, then and now, it is critical that the implications of the gospel never be privatized – because those implications affect the whole community. The disciple’s question must always be: Is the gospel, as preached and embodied in my time and place really good news? Why or why not? For whom is the gospel good news? If the gospel as preached is not transformative on behalf of the most marginalized, while challenging the prevailing political and economic systems, then it has little to do with the reign of God that Jesus began to announce in Galilee!

Over many centuries and certainly today, the Church often has a tendency to lose its anti-imperial edge – by spiritualizing the message of Jesus – so that it offends no one in power! As a result, the Church offers no sustaining hope to the weakest and most vulnerable in the world. Here is a current example of this tragic tendency: Just days ago, the US Catholic Church marked a week of prayer on migration and refugees for National Migration Week (January 8-15). NCR columnist, Michael Sean Winters, discovered an item from the USCCB agenda that was not covered in public sessions of the USCCB November meeting in Baltimore. Winters happened to see a draft (evidently composed in executive session) of a letter for bishops to share with their priests about preaching on this theme of migrants. When Winters tried to verify the letter’s content with the PAO at the USCCB, he got nowhere. In essence, the secret letter urged clergy to preach compassion for migrants and refugees, citing biblical themes such as the fact that Abraham himself was a migrant, following God’s command to travel to a foreign land. What follows is an excerpt:

“It might be worth reminding those at Mass that our very faith has its  roots in the decision made by one man, Abraham, a migrant, who decided to follow God’s command to travel to a foreign land. Jesus tells us that, when we throw a banquet, we should not invite our relatives or wealthy neighbors, but the poor, the crippled, the lame and the blind (Lk 41). Does this have any bearing on policies that are put into place with respect to migration? It does not mean that we are obligated to invite all of the world’s poor into the country, and disregard the well being of those who are already here. Rather, this passage invites us to reflect on the degree to which we, in our surplus, provide to those who are in a state of deficit. Where we are able to provide support and care for the poor and the downtrodden, out of our excess, we are obligated to help. It is for this reason that we must balance the demands of the common good of our country, while responding to the needs of those standing on the outside who can benefit from our wealth!

The trouble with this point of view is that it is not the gospel point of view – which celebrates the widow who gave her last mite. The gospel presents a vision of abundance, and not of scarcity, when it comes to how we are called to share our lives. Rather, it is an imperial perspective – a zero/sum perspective – that presupposes that your gain is my loss, and vice versa. It is the world’s wisdom, and not the wisdom of our God! Shame on the USCCB! No wonder it was sent out as a secret message – in a code that only the hierarchy can understand!

Both Isaiah and Jesus show us clearly that what the empires of the world (all of them) actually offer, despite being dressed up in glitter to allure us, is truly nothing but darkness. Because we are surrounded by pain and bad news and solutions are complex, we often try to hide, it is even possible for us to succumb to depression and paralysis. Jesus too could have succumbed at the bad news of John’s arrest and execution. However, it was precisely in the face of that bad news that Jesus left the desert and launched his ministry. He engaged with both word and action – proclaiming the reality of the breaking through of the Reign of God – right in the midst of the bad news. We, as Jesus’ disciples, are called to proclaim and live out the good news amidst the bad news. We are indeed to put flesh on God’s good news of hope, peace and life. It’s not enough to describe or denounce the bad news. We must be pro-active, trusting and living out the good news that the reign of God is near. As disciples, we must ask, “How do we respond to the bad news in our church? In our community? In our world?

One last point that Matthew addresses concerning the ability to change hearts and minds is the question of the location of power. We often feel that we have no power – that all power resides at the center of things. We so often have leaders who are entrenched in the imperial way of thinking, and we ask – what can we do in the face of such comparative weakness? Matthew points out that God’s revelation occurs in a backwater – Galilee – an unexpected place – not at the center of power. This is an important reminder that God chooses places that surprise us in which to speak. Where are the places in our community that are outside the center of power? How can we as church be present in these places, and open ourselves to experiencing and embodying the reality of God’s reign there?

How does Jesus shine light in our darkness? Christ proclaims that peace will overcome hostility, love will defeat hatred. Fears will become laughter. One day, we will not learn war anymore. One day, those committed to repentance will be proven right. One day, the light will overcome the darkness. Let us recall Paul’s plea for unity of mind and heart in I Corinthians. If we let our pessimism keep us from dreams as big as Isaiah’s, or hopes as dazzling as God’s Light, we ignore the deepest longing of our hearts. We need one another to help us to see Christ’s light!
