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The times in which Jesus lived were full of uncertainty. The expectation of a messiah who
would come and set them free was strong. There were numerous prophets and preachers who
proclaimed that the time was ripe and the reign of God was about to burst in upon the world.
But many of them understood this more in political than in religious terms. Jesus himself was
a prophet who preached the gospel of the reign of God and called on people to open their eyes
and recognise what was happening right in front of them. But Jesus was also cautious, and in

the gospel that we heard today he gave them a few pieces of advice.

The first piece of advice was not to be deceived and not to overreact to the message of those
prophets who were preaching catastrophe for the world. He says: yes, you will hear of wars
and revolutions, you will hear of natural disasters like floods and earthquakes, but don’t be
deceived. These people will have a convincing message about God’s judgement on the world,
but don’t join them. Listen rather for the true prophet who can correctly interpret these signs.
If you overreact, you run the risk of not noticing the true characteristics of the reign of God,
which is coming upon you. In fact, you run the risk of acting towards others in a way that is

contrary to the reign of God.

This message of correctly interpreting the signs of the times has always placed a challenge on
the followers of Jesus. Most people are quite good at recognising the significance of an event
after it has happened, but to have good judgement about what is going on in the here and how
is not so easy. This calls for the spiritual practice of discernment. In simple terms, it means
being attentive both to what the Holy Spirit is saying to us, and to where the Holy Spirit is
leading us. It requires that we listen carefully to the word of God, particularly the gospel Jesus
preached. The more that gospel becomes part of our lives, the more we will discern with right
judgement. But something more is needed. We can’t work all this out on our own. That is why
people have sought out the wisdom of others to help them discern what they should do. Often
discernment will involve the community supporting each other as they seek to better understand

a situation and to decide how to act in that situation.

The second piece of advice in the gospel concerns how to be a true disciple in unsettled times.
More significant than an impending cataclysmic event is the suffering his disciples are likely

to have to endure because they follow him and the gospel he preached. He is telling them that



true discipleship means following in his footsteps. He speaks about it in terms of being handed
over and imprisoned. I think he is reminding us that our faith is usually not lived in the great
event or grand occasion, but rather in the routine of everyday life. Usually, being a witness day

in and day out is more demanding than the big gesture before the world.

This leads to the third piece of advice: when you live in a situation that is hostile to the gospel
the important thing is to persevere in your faith. Jesus encourages his disciples to have
endurance. I don’t think he is calling on them to shout from the housetops, or to go into the
town squares and proclaim that everyone is about to be punished by God. Rather he calls on
them to be witnesses by the way they live their lives. Jesus is warning against being the sort
of witness who works out all the arguments and looks for a grand occasion to proclaim them
publicly. The power of a true witness is found in the day-to-day living of the gospel. When
Jesus speaks of giving his disciples an eloquence and a wisdom that none of their opponents
are able to resist, I believe he is speaking of the quality of their lives lived in faith and in
attentiveness to the promptings of the Holy Spirit. The greatest eloquence of all is a life lived

in wisdom.

What are we to make of this gospel for ourselves? There is always a risk that we interpret it
badly and follow those who become fanatics about religion. And there is no doubt that our
times are ripe for such a response. People now have the technological means to say what they
want and to attract a huge following. They become known as influencers. They often speak so
loudly that they become the only voice that is heard. Often, they give religion a bad name. In
the midst of a lot of confusion about religion, we should take the advice of Jesus not to overreact
and not to be deceived. Yes, we should ponder what is going on in our world and reflect on it
in the light of the gospel. But we also need to take Jesus’ advice to persevere in the faith.
Rather than whipping us up into a frenzy, Jesus is calling on us to live patiently and calmly in
the face of uncertain times. Above all, we are called to trust him to give us a wisdom and an

eloquence that will empower us to be true witnesses in our world.



