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We often look for people to emulate.  They are found in successful teachers, sports figures, poets, scientists, and certain humanitarians.
Today we are given the image of John the Baptist.  John clearly wanted himself identified as the one who testified that Jesus was in fact the Son of God. This was his purpose.  John was a witness.  His life pointed to and identified a truth that needed to be announced and embraced.
So we need to ask ourselves, do our lives witness to the truth that Jesus is the Son of God?  Often we reduce our faith to acts of piety.  We consider ourselves to be in right relationship with God if we say our proper prayers, engage our devotions, participate fully in the sacraments and obey the doctrines of the church.  These all have their place, but there is much more.  We are called to be heralds and witnesses as well. If our religiosity only serves a self-concerned purpose, such as eternal salvation, and fails to convert or change us, then something is missing.
Our faith calls us into the trenches.  For some, those trenches may be found in missionary work in a Third World country like El Salvador.  For others, the trenches may be the ordinary places of everyday life.  But, whether a missionary in a foreign land or a witness here at home, there is always a price to be paid by the prophet.
Not long ago, in 2004, a religious sister by the name of Dorothy Stang paid the price.  She was a missionary in Brazil working and advocating on behalf of the poor in the Amazon region.  Because she posed a threat to big land owners, she was murdered for her outspoken defense of poor peasant-farm families.  John the Baptist also lost his head.  What price are we willing pay?
It is often said that if we see our faith as something that serves only to bring us comfort and consolation, then we are missing the point.  Whether we acknowledge it or believe it, our faith is intended to unsettle us and move us to action.  We are called to raise our voices in prophetic fashion.  We are called to speak on behalf of life, proclaim and seek justice, work for peace, and announce the kingdom of God.
To become a prophetic voice, we must change our priorities and refocus our attention.  We must cease viewing life from the lenses of personal security, safety, and worldly fulfillment.  While this is a difficult task when trying to raise a family, provide for our needs and create a healthy environment in which to live, it is nonetheless our call.  Our task is to discern constantly how best to do it.
One solid place to begin is with our understanding of morality and social responsibility.  We must all ask this question: do I live and make decisions by what secular society considers “legal” or do I hold myself to a higher standard?  The role that active sexual expression has within our culture certainly does not speak of a people with their eyes on the kingdom of God!  Respecting our bodies, our neighbor’s goods and the uniqueness of people in general is something that seems all too easily put aside.  Cruising along with a superficial, “lip service oriented” spirituality does not provide a prophetic voice either.  Taking the challenge of delving headlong into a meaningful and mature relationship with God, however, certainly is the proper step to reaching that goal.
We cannot continually get swept up by social currents and still speak authentically of the kingdom of God or the identity of Jesus as God’s Son.  We cannot continue to travel the popular or socially acceptable roads and hope to stumble upon the kingdom of God or discover Jesus Christ.  People like John the Baptist, Sr. Dorothy Stang, Archbishop Oscar Romero, and countless other martyrs got the point.  In dramatic fashion, they realized to preach the kingdom meant taking a risk and stepping aside. They realized that they could not lead lives of personal satisfaction and give effective witness all at the same time.
God calls us to open our eyes to see beyond what immediately concerns us. The state of our economy, the needs of the poor, the lack of social and economic justice and the oppression of people must be our concern.  Our vision must include not only our own land but lands on other shores.  How we live and the choices we make either contribute to the solution or further entrench us in the problem.  We have to discern this.
What is sad, however, is that those who are most admired in our world are not the true prophetic voices mentioned earlier.  Sr. Dorothy or other contemporary martyrs won’t find themselves on too many “most popular people” lists or find a poster with their image hanging on someone’s bedroom wall.  We idolize the movie star, the singer, the sports hero and even the politician.  We get absorbed in the fancy lifestyles, expensive cars, huge mansions, glitz, and fame.  We keep them on their pedestals regardless of the morality of their lives or integrity of their choices.
Perhaps it is time to replace our earthly idols with real ones.  If we saw and emulated the martyrs and saints of history, contemporary witnesses and visionaries in the same way in which we see our secular heroes, then we might have a fighting chance of discovering the right path to the kingdom of God.  God never leaves our side and is never far away.  If we cannot seem to find God or we do not feel that we are prophetic enough or strong enough, then it is not a question of where is God.  It is more an issue of what road I have chosen.
4

