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 Prophets have never been wildly popular. John the Baptist dressed in a camel’s hair 

garment cinched at the waist with a belt. He ate locusts and wild honey. He was curt and very 

direct, such that he literally lost his head to Herod. 

 Prophets seek to prod us, individually or collectively, to live in accordance with God’s 

laws. When they tell us to live in ways with which we agree, we see them in a favorable light 

because they affirm our beliefs and our way of living. However, even when we think we’re doing 

right, prophets criticize and challenge us, we get defensive, maybe even angry.  

 A couple of examples. Suppose we purchase our coffee from a local coffee roaster 

because we support the local economy, which is the right thing to do. The coffee, however, is not 

fair trade certified, which means it may have not been sustainably produced and purchased at an 

economically fair price to ensure a living wage for the workers. Or another. Now that many of us 

are conscientious recyclers, does it make sense because the recycling market has collapsed and 

the garbage, though sorted, now goes to landfills? 

 Prophets can make us uncomfortable in those ethical grey areas because though we think 

we’re doing the right thing we’re not or that we might feel guilty because we’re not doing 

enough.  

 Let’s be honest, it’s hard to listen to prophets. I can’t help thinking of the Rev. Dr. Martin 

Luther King, Jr.’s words from April 4, 1967 from his speech entitled A Time to Break Silence. 

The speech, which was not received well, connected civil right to the Vietnam War. Towards the 



end of the speech he questioned our values, linking social stability to wealth, which led us to 

“being on the wrong side of world revolution.” He said: 

“Increasingly, by choice or by accident, this is the role our nation has taken, the role of 

those who make peaceful revolution impossible by refusing to give up the privileges and 

the pleasures that come from the immense profits of overseas investments. I am 

convinced that if we are to get on to the right side of the world revolution, we as a nation 

must undergo a radical revolution of values. We must rapidly begin, we must rapidly 

begin the shift from a thing-oriented society to a person-oriented society. When machines 

and computers, profit motives and property rights, are considered more important than 

people, the giant triplets of racism, extreme materialism, and militarism are incapable of 

being conquered.”
1
 

 

 Those words are as true today as when he spoke them. We don’t always listen. 

 I get it, though. even without Covid, daily living takes a lot of energy. We don’t have 

enough bandwidth to process a prophet’s prodding. Can we make a distinction between fact and 

fiction, such as in recycling? Do we have the energy and commitment to make the change, as in 

the case with our coffee roaster? 

 Nevertheless, prophets nudge us towards justice. It often takes a lot of effort on the 

prophet’s part and rarely happens overnight. I think about the UCC’s vote in 2005 to affirm 

marriage equality. For a few years we were the only mainline denomination to support it, and 

then, others quickly followed. Ten years later the Supreme Court affirmed marriage equality in 

its ruling Obergefell v. Hodges. In 2013, the UCC voted to divest from fossil fuels. We were the 

first denomination to do so. Within a few years, other denominations, seminaries, universities, 

and pension funds followed suit. Most stunning was the Rockefeller Fund decided in 2014 to 

divest from fossil fuels. 

 We’re hardly perfect prophets. We try hard to follow Jesus’ teachings, but as Paul wrote, 

“since all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God.” (Romans 3:23) Fully living into the life 
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Jesus taught in the gospel is hard because it is paradoxical, which puts our righteousness in 

tension with our sinfulness. 

 We should not, however, let our imperfections silence our prophetic voice. Paul followed 

those words with these, “they are now justified by his grace as a gift, through the redemption that 

is in Christ Jesus.” (Romans 3:24) That’s paradoxical, too. That we mess up throughout our lives 

and yet, God, who loves us more than we know, forgives us. 

 People might look at us as hypocrites. And on some level we are. But then, again, John 

the Baptist was hardly perfect either.  

 As prophets we must speak with compassion, kindness, and love. We should speak with 

humility, knowing that we’re not God’s perfect exemplar. 

 Still, we must persevere using our spiritual gifts to carry on Jesus’ ministry to hasten a 

new day. 

  


