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There are only a few places in Scripture where we get a 
glimpse of what is going on inside the person doing the 
writing.  Jeremiah is probably the most famous when it 
comes to people talking about how the call of God has 
affected them. 

This passage from the book of the prophet Isaiah ranks 
right up at the top, though.  

In the verse left out of today’s first reading Isaiah writes, 
“Though I thought I had toiled in vain, and for nothing, 
uselessly, spent my strength, yet my reward is with Yahweh, 
my recompense is with my God” (49:4).  

After proclaiming God’s word of deliverance to the Jews in 
exile, Isaiah eventually comes to the conclusion that 
practically no one is listening. Beaten down by almost 50 
years of captivity in Babylon, most of the displaced 
Israelites to whom he ministers believe that not even 
Yahweh is capable of returning them to the Promised Land. 

Even though Isaiah constantly emphasizes the power of 
Yahweh’s word, hardly anyone is convinced it’s powerful 
enough to liberate them from their exile. In everyone’s 
eyes, including his own, the prophet has failed in the work 
Yahweh has given him to accomplish.  

And then it happened.  The prophecy came true.  The 
people of Israel were going to be allowed to return to the 
promised land.  The new ruler of the Persians, Cyrus, had 
decreed it.  No one saw it coming, but there it was. 
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By far one of the amazing truths of scripture revolves 
around the conviction the biblical writers held that God 
simply expects us to carry out his will in our lives, even if 
we seem to fail in the process. God’s definition of success 
and failure is quite different from ours.  

Instead of letting us mope and fret over our failures, God is 
constantly pointing us further down the road, to those doors 
that have opened far beyond the closed doors we already 
passed.  

No wonder the prophet’s followers saved and passed on 
their mentor’s reflections on his call and ministry. They 
expected that all God’s disciples would find echoes in their 
own calls and ministries. 

And that’s why we are still reading the book of the prophet 
Isaiah today. 

It’s not simply because there is an echo in the gospel story 
of John the Baptist, who also knew the cost of delivering 
God’s word:  the seeming failure to see it realized, the 
opposition it brings about, the suffering one must endure 
for it. 

It’s also because there are echoes of that reality in the lives 
of all who put forth the effort to follow God’s lead. 

We may not think we have much in common with a high-
profile reformer like John the Baptist.  There may not be 
anyone after our heads in the way that Herod’s wife was 
after John’s.  
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But we do know the experience of arriving at the 
conviction that God is calling us, calling the Church, 
calling the family of nations to speak the truth and act on it;  
and the experience of discovering that when we speak the 
truth as we have come to know it, it seems to have little 
impact, or not the impact we hope for, or even worse. 

We go back, pray more, ask God again, to make sure that 
we’ve heard the message right.  And then, try again, often 
to no immediate results. 

It’s then that we have the work to do of coming to terms, 
perhaps, with our own expectations.  Will we give up 
because the effect we have been looking for does not 
arrive?  Is it really about us?  Or is something greater going 
on that we are simply asked to play a role in even though 
we don’t know the whole script? 

The challenge of faith, I think, is being willing to work in 
the dark, to trust that God does in fact know what he is 
doing, in spite of all apparent evidence to the contrary.  The 
prophet’s words have come true before, even though the 
prophet had to wait, or even died before they did. 

How willing are we to put ourselves in that position, to 
keep working, keep praying, keep hoping, keep expecting 
that the reign of God will win out? 

When Jesus arrives on the scene, John admits that he did 
not recognize him.  At first, the prophet failed to realize his 
prophecy was coming into effect. It was only through the 
revelation of the Holy Spirit that he came to insight. 
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In our weakness and lack of knowing we can do no better.  
We speak the truth as we have come to know it and 
recognize that the major work of saving the world will 
always belong to God.  We can only hope to be co-workers 
of a future we cannot even imagine.   

  



Second Sunday in Ordinary Time 
 

   
 

This is how a prayer attributed to Saint Oscar Romero puts 
it: 

It helps, now and then, to step back and take a long view.  
The kingdom is not only beyond our efforts, it is even beyond our vision.  
We accomplish in our lifetime only a tiny fraction of the magnificent 
enterprise that is God's work.  
Nothing we do is complete, which is a way of saying that the kingdom 
always lies beyond us.  
No statement says all that could be said.  
No prayer fully expresses our faith.  
No confession brings perfection.  
No pastoral visit brings wholeness.  
No program accomplishes the church's mission.  
No set of goals and objectives includes everything.  
This is what we are about:  
We plant the seeds that one day will grow. We water seeds already 
planted, knowing that they hold future promise.  
We lay foundations that will need further development.  
We provide yeast that produces far beyond our capabilities.  
We cannot do everything, and there is a sense of liberation in realizing 
that.  
This enables us to do something, and to do it very well.  
It may be incomplete, but it is a beginning, a step along the way, an 
opportunity for the Lord's grace to enter and do the rest.  
We may never see the end results, but that is the difference between the 
master builder and the worker.  
We are workers, not master builders; ministers, not messiahs.  
We are prophets of a future not our own. Amen  


