
Today I’d like to take a little bit of time and break open the first reading because there is a
lot more contained there than what is apparent on the surface. It begins deceptively simple with
the statement: “The LORD said to me: You are my servant, Israel, through whom I show my
glory.” Taken by itself, this reminds us of the centrality of the Jewish people in salvation history.
For some mysterious reason, God chose this group of people to be the instrument through which
he would reveal himself to the rest of creation. A number of theologians have referred to the
Israelites as a sort of “big brother” to the rest of humanity in the sense that they are the people
who will teach everyone else the right way to worship God.

So, it is through Israel that God will reveal his glory. After that initial statement things get
kind of messy. Quoting Isaiah again: “Now the LORD has spoken who formed me as his servant
from the womb, that Jacob may be brought back to him and Israel gathered to him; and I am
made glorious in the sight of the LORD, and my God is now my strength!” Initially the servant is
identified as Israel, but now the servant is the one who will lead Israel back to God. I’m not sure
there is a definitive answer to this question but I'll propose one.  From a Christian,
post-Resurrection perspective and from the context we hear this reading in today’s Mass, the
servant is actually Jesus and the initial reference to him as Israel reminds us that Jesus himself is
Jewish, a son of Israel. Jesus himself says in the gospels that he came to find the lost sheep of the
tribe of Israel and lead them home. This passage also has a connection to today’s gospel.  Isaiah
says that the Lord has spoken…that Jacob may be brought back to him and Israel gathered to
him.” The Lord has spoken…today’s gospel refers to the baptism of Jesus in which the Holy
spirit descended upon Jesus like a dove and the voice of the father was heard saying “this is my
beloved son with whom I am well pleased.” Jesus’ baptism in the Jordan River marked the
beginning of his public ministry in which he sought to lead the people of Israel back to his
heavenly father.

But then Isaiah continues: It is too little, the LORD says, for you to be my servant, to
raise up the tribes of Jacob, and restore the survivors of Israel; I will make you a light to the
nations,
that my salvation may reach to the ends of the earth.” God’s concern doesn’t end with his chosen
people, the people of Israel; he wants to save and reclaim his entire world and every single one
of us who lives in it. Throughout Advent and the Christmas season we heard references to Jesus
bringing light into the darkness, of how the people who dwell in darkness have seen a great light.
At the Easter Vigil we will see the light of Christ fill the darkened church as we bring in the new
paschal candle and light our little candles from it. Jesus is the light to the nations.

What does this all mean for us? If you were paying attention when I spoke about God’s
rescue mission, you know that while Isaiah tells us about God’s salvation reaching to the ends of
the earth and his servant being a light to the nations, that salvation is NOT just for a group of
people, it is personal. Jesus came to rescue each one of us individually and personally.  He
doesn’t just see us as a bunch of nameless faces, he knows each one of us by name and he came
to call and save each one of us by name.



That is one way to apply the first reading to our lives…but there is another way. We can
put ourselves in the place of that servant. Each one of us is a torchbearer, carrying the light of
Christ to our local nation–meaning our families, our workplaces, our communities. If we make
ourselves God’s servants we can help his salvation reach the ends of the earth.

We can’t carry the light of Christ to the nations if we don’t possess it ourselves; you can’t
give away what you don’t already have. I’m going back to another one of my favorite themes:
personal responsibility. Faith comes from God but we have the responsibility of helping it to
grow. In order to share our faith, we have to know our faith. Here are two opportunities to grow
in your faith. Beginning on Monday, January 23rd, one of our parishioners has volunteered to
lead a small group study and discussion of the weekly Sunday readings.  This is a great way to
prepare for Mass. The other opportunity requires no formal commitment but does require internet
access. Every year, the parish pays for a subscription to Formed.org. It's really easy to sign up for
this and there are a ton of good programs available to enrich your faith. There are programs for
kids and adults, including a Catholic commentary on the very popular tv series The Chosen.
Speaking of which, the Chosen is a good way to imaginatively reflect on the life of Jesus, but
keep in mind that watching the Chosen is not the same as reading the gospels. It is well worth
watching, but remember that it is a dramatic tv series and not a literal presentation of the life of
Jesus and the apostles as told in the gospels. Those are just a few suggestions for ways to engage
your faith and grow in it.

God wants to make each one of us a light to the nations so that his salvation may reach to
the ends of the earth. Let’s not let him down.


