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PROPHETS AND PROPHECIES

It is rumoured that British Rail pension-holders now loyally, if unknowingly, underwrite the cost of the House of Windsor’s Royal Train. If the Supreme Governor of a national ecclesial body can have her own private train, why should not the visible Head of Christ’s Church upon earth?

So people thought last century, at any rate. Pope Pius IX (1845-78) was the first Pontiff to entrust himself to this novel form of locomotion, and drove the iron rails throughout the Papal States. His own Papal Train, constructed in Paris in 1858, is lovingly preserved in the Museo di Roma.

A text from today’s Gospel appears in its full version from the prophet Isaiah inscribed along the Papal carriages above the doors: “Parate viam Domini . .“ Prepare in the wilderness a highway for the Lord. Every valley shall be filled in, every mountain and hill laid low, the crooked ways straight and the rough places smooth.”

Isaiah suddenly found his prophecy applied to the railway cuttings, embankments and viaducts winding out from Rome through the Appennines to Ancona and Sulmona, transporting the Papal presence around his dominions in the 1860’s. John the Baptist applied the same passage to himself, “a voice crying in the wilderness”

Of course Biblical prophecy is like this. It finds application to many different situations throughout history. The meaning the prophetic author actually had in mind may not be the most significant in the long term. For example, when Isaiah (7:14) foretold that “The virgin will be with child”, his contemporaries understood that he was referring to the birth of King Ahaz’ son, who as Hezekiah would restore the fortunes of Israel. Yet at Advent carol services during the next fortnight we shall hear that text repeatedly applied to a very different mother and child.

That is why it is important not to restrict oneself to the exclusively literal sense of Scripture. This has been the error of some in the historical-critical school, treating the Scripture as if it were merely one more literary document, like Caesar’s History of the Gallic wars or the Domesday Book. But God’s word is a living Word. The Scriptures are polyvalent, always capable of new meanings and applications.

The New Catechism stresses the various spiritual ways of reading scripture besides the purely literal meaning of the text: an allegorical sense, a moral sense and an anagogical sense in which earthly realities point to the heavenly.

Isaiah is one in a long line of Old Testament prophets. John the Baptist draws that succession to a close, and by bearing witness to Jesus he opens up the New Testament, the New Covenant. As his Preface in the Mass concisely states: “We honour the prophet who prepared the way for your Son. You set John the Baptist apart from other men, marking him out with special favour . . You chose (him) from all the prophets to show the world its Redeemer, the lamb of sacrifice.”

John is a favourite character in the icons of the Orthodox Church. He is depicted as the prodromos (Greek) - the forerunner, and as the “predtyecha” (Slavonic) - “he who flows ahead of”, the one who prepares the conditions for the activity or revelation of someone else or something else.

In secular imagery the word “prophet” conjures up the likes of Nostradamus, huddled over his bronze bowls of water muttering kabbalistic incantations to summon up the powers of the demons. His utterances are so profuse and so obscure that they can find dubious application to all manner of historical events - once they have taken place, that is.

This is not the strict meaning of the word prophet. The Greek profeteuein means ‘to speak on behalf of’ a deity, or ‘to be an interpreter’ for someone. The Biblical prophet, or the Christian prophet, speaks God’s word to a particular situation. Any foretelling the future is purely incidental to this.

Prophecy is one of the charisms of the Holy Spirit. Isaiah declares that “The Spirit of the Lord has been given to me . . to bring good news to the poor, and to bind up hearts that are broken.” He has been anointed with the Holy Spirit.

St Paul tells us that prophecy is the most Important of the charismatic gifts - the one we should most burn with desire for (1 Cor 14:1). Whoever prophesies “speaks to men for their upbuilding and encouragement and consolation” (1 Cor 14:3). “He who prophesies edifies the church.”

Was this only true for first century Corinth? Should we expect prophecy today? Why not indeed? God spoke his ultimate Word to us in Jesus. Have we any need of further prophets. Some theologians say that the age of prophets is past. I think they are wrong. The Holy Spirit surely wishes to speak to us today too, to bring home Christ’s message more deeply, to guide the history of the world. it is ridiculous to think that God is dumb or gagged or surly and uncommunicative.

God speaks to us through the voice of conscience. But prophecy goes further than moral decision making. It includes messages and words of encouragement for ourselves and for others. When the 18—year old Dominic Barberi heard the words: “You will be a Passionist priest, and your apostolate will be England”, that was a prophecy, a word from God for him. However it is not only the lives of recognised saints which abound with prophetic words and divine guidance.

Hearing and speaking words from God comes out of a life of prayer, lived closely with Christ. And so people like Padre Pio, Christine Gallagher, the Irish housewife and mystic, Jean Vanier of l’Arche, Bro Roger of Taizé, Sr Briege McKenna, the visionaries of Fatima or Akita or Medugorje, have touched millions of lives with their prophetic words. A single word from a prayerful and prophetic person, can do more in our lives than a hundred thousand from a bureaucrat or functionary.

Perhaps this is one way in which married couples are meant to help each other to grow in holiness, speaking words of God’s love to each other and to their children. Marriage is a sacrament, a living and continual presence of the Spirit of Christ, who speaks through the prophets.

“Never try to suppress the Spirit or treat the gift of prophecy with contempt”, wrote St Paul. God will speak in our hearts if we wait on Him, if we ask Him to silence the noisy hubbub of our wayward emotions and worries, and if we open up our spiritual faculties to him. Sometimes God is silent, but if we never sense His voice in our hearts it may well be that our spiritual receiver is badly tuned or not switched on at all.

Each of us was anointed with the oil of chrism after our baptism, and called to form part of Christ’s prophetic people. The prophets, along with the apostles, form part of the Church’s foundation (Eph. 2:20). The hierarchical element may figure large in our vision of the Church, but the prophetic office is just as important, although it needs discernment.

Our modern Church could do with a few less committees and commissions, and a few more John the Baptists and Isaiahs to “prepare the way of the Lord.”

