Homily for 7/13/09, 15th Sunday OT, year B, Blessed Sacrament Parish in Seattle
Prophecy is tricky business.  If you came to mass here at Blessed Sacrament last Sunday, you heard Br. Christopher begin his homily with those words.  Prophecy is tricky business.  I want to pick up on a question that Br. Christopher touched on last week:  How do we recognize prophecy?  

All we have to do is turn on the TV in order to be bombarded with a wide variety of messages from our culture.  They come from politicians, the news media, the academic community, salespeople and a myriad of other voices.  And yet, amidst this mind-numbing ruckus, our faith tells us that God continues to raise up prophets to speak a message of truth and righteousness to our world.  How can we pick these voices out of the crowd?  How can we recognize prophecy when we see it? 

When we encounter a message that claims to be prophesy, there are three questions that we can ask to help us discern whether that message is in fact, prophetic.  These are by no means the only criteria one could come up with.  However I think they’re a good place to start.  So here we go.

The first question involves the one who is speaking the message:  ‘Is he or she seeking personal gain?  Does the one who is claiming to be a prophet actually have ulterior motives?’  The priest of Bethel accuses the prophet Amos of this in the first reading:

"Off with you, visionary,” he says “flee to the land of Judah!  There earn your bread by prophesying!”

But the prophet Amos responds:

"I was no prophet,  nor have I belonged to a company of prophets;  I was a shepherd and a dresser of sycamores.  The LORD took me from following the flock, and said to me,  Go, prophesy to my people Israel."

Amos is not a part of the prophets club, he did not belong to a company of prophets that made money off of prophesy – He is just a shepherd who was minding his own business when the LORD called him to prophesy to Israel.  Amos is not in it for himself, he’s not prophesying for money or personal gain, he’s just doing what the Lord told him to do.

Then in the Gospel, notice that when Jesus sends his apostles out to preach, he tells them to “take nothing for the journey but a walking stick – no food, no sack, no money.”  Now Jesus isn’t just trying to torture the apostles, he says this because he wants to give them credibility in the eyes of the people.  

He wants to make sure people recognize that the apostles are not after wealth or prestige – their only goal is to preach the Gospel.  The message of the apostles was believable because they clearly weren’t in it for themselves.

And so, when we’re looking for true prophesy in our world, one question we can ask is, what is the prophet seeking?  What is his or her motivation?  Are they seeking political office?  Are they trying to sell us something?  Are they seeking fame and glory?  In a word, are they in it for themselves?  If the answer is yes, we have good reason to at least be suspicious about the message they preach.  
So that’s the first question to ask:  ‘Is the prophet seeking personal gain?’  The second is question is this: ‘Is the message a hard message?’  Is the message a challenge to those who hear it?  God doesn’t send prophets to give us a pat on the back and tell us that we’re doing a good job.  He sends prophets to call us to conversion, to put us back on the right path.  And so, we can expect that a word of prophecy will be challenging.  It will be audacious.  It will be a hard truth.  

This is why the prophet Amos in the first reading is being driven away by the priest of Bethel.  Amos has been preaching some unpopular stuff against the king – he was speaking a hard truth.

And when Jesus sends his apostles out to preach and to heal, what is their message?  The gospel says, “So they went off and preached repentance.”  Preaching repentance means saying that things need to change; it means the status quo is not good enough, there needs to be conversion.  This is a hard message to hear. 

In 1994, Bill Clinton invited Mother Theresa to speak at the national prayer breakfast – that’s a special breakfast with the president, the first lady and quite a few members of congress.  Now they were probably hoping that Mother Theresa would come and talk about air pollution or good health care or taking care of the poor or something harmless like that.  All of the politicians in the room would have praised her for that… ‘O Mother Theresa isn’t she wonderful, isn’t she a saint.’  But that’s not what Mother Theresa did.  No, Mother Theresa got up and talked frankly about abortion, about the culture of death and the decay of the family in this country.  Mother Theresa didn’t care whether she was popular or not.  She chose to be prophetic.  She chose to speak the hard truth.  That day, the politicians met their match.  This tiny little Indian sister had them squirming in their seats, because she had the courage to speak a truth that they didn’t want to hear.  That is prophesy.

So (1) ‘Is the prophet seeking personal gain?’  (2) ‘Is the message a hard message?’ And the third and most important question that we should ask in order to identify prophesy:  ‘Is the message consistent with the truth of the Gospel?’  This is a sure way to identify false prophesy.  Is it consistent with the Gospel?  Is it consistent with Scripture and Tradition and the teachings of the Church.  Because no matter how charming or convincing the prophet is, if his message runs counter to the truth of the Gospel, it is false, and therefore, it is not prophesy.  

On the other hand, when someone like Mother Theresa preaches a hard message that comes straight from the Gospel, we can be pretty confident in saying that that is a prophetic truth – a prophetic message.

But the difficulty comes when the message we’re hearing does not clearly come from the Gospel, but it doesn’t contradict it either. What do we do with that?

This is where it’s important to remember the purpose of prophesy.  Prophesy cannot add new truths to the Gospel message.  Rather prophesy highlights the truths of the Gospel.  Like apparitions of Mary, for example.  They don’t teach us anything new about our faith – everything that God wanted to reveal to us has already been revealed in Christ.  Rather they emphasize certain things we already believe, and help us live them.  

This means that believing in this or that prophesy is never necessary for our salvation – whereas, believing in the Gospel message, is.

It’s true that, sometimes even after asking our three questions, we will still find that we just can’t tell if the message is truly prophetic or not.  In that case, maybe the best thing to do is to just shrug our shoulders and say ‘I don’t know.’  We don’t have to know.  Our calling as Christians is not to follow after prophesies – it is to be faithful to the teachings of Christ, to the Scriptures, to the Mass and the sacraments, to the teaching of the Church – those are the things about which we are certain.  And they are the standards against which all prophesy must be measured.

At the end of the day, the whole purpose of prophesy is to remind us of what we already know and to help us live the way we already know we should be living – in accordance with the teachings of Jesus Christ. True prophesy does nothing more and nothing less than call us back to that ideal.  In a word, it challenges us to take up our cross and follow Jesus.
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