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The tendency that we have – and have been taught – is to interpret the prophets – in particular – as pointing solely toward Jesus the Christ.  This is essential what Christian theology does.  There is a positive side to our interpreting the Jewish prophets in this way and a negative side.


The positive side is that we can gain a sense that God is patiently – ever so patiently – finding ways by which a friendship between God and us can evolve into a love relationship between God and us.  The Hebrew Scriptures – and the prophets in particular – reveal to us just how difficult it is for even a lasting friendship to develop between God and us because we are driven to be self-sufficient!

The negative side is that we can get the impression that God is impatient – ever so impatient – and God’s threats of punishment are readily fulfilled.  Once again the Hebrew Scriptures – and the prophets in particular – give us this impression of just how impatient and condemning God is!

One reason for this is that the prophets that we encounter in the Hebrew Scriptures (including John the Baptist) are like teenagers: they see everything as either/or, all or nothing.  The self-critical approach of teenagers is a valuable gift and it can give the impression of impending doom.  When the criticism points to positive change, it is invaluable.  When it condemns and threatens punishment, it lacks value.  Being self-critical is different from condemning ourselves.

Teenagers can cause adults to feel uncomfortable because they can be blunt about what they see, and outspoken in a way that goes against the accepted grain.  Teenage exuberance challenges the staid ways of adults, established patterns of behavior, and religious institutions.  John the Baptist, in our Gospel story today from Matthew, is a good example.

He sees through the façade that religion and religious institutions, politics and political institutions create, and behind which they hide.  He cajoles, protests, and threatens (like a teenager) both the religious and government leaders.  He brings the strict discipline that drives his life and demands that everyone else live an equally strict discipline in their lives.  Even as he is cajoling, protesting, and threatening, John (like a teenager) offers forgiveness that is as abundant and as free and as available as the waters of the Jordan River.
Jesus is also a prophet, but his approach is even more challenging.  He invites us to live with mystery and paradox and experience God interacting with us before we even think about interacting with God.  He eliminates the felt human need to make ourselves pure and worthy in order to be loved.  He says all is God’s gift, and by receiving God’s gift we are not surrendering freedom or equality with God.  Rather, we – by gratefully receiving God’s gift – are embracing freedom and equality… but it doesn’t feel like that to us.  Everything that we have been taught tells us that by accepting God’s gift (or a gift freely given by another) we are undermining our right to freedom and equality.  (We probably unconsciously hear within us: ‘Owe no one, anything!’)
The way by which Jesus undercuts this readily accepted and taught theology that we have to earn respect, freedom and equality with God (and from others) is by healing those who have no way of repaying.
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