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The large, wooden ambo at St. James Cathedral, crafted from single piece of wood, bears a 
beautiful, carved relief of clouds and rain, trees and lush undergrowth. Just beneath this image is a 
Scriptural citation: Isaiah 55:10-11. If you look up these verses, you’ll find the words from today’s first 
reading: ”Just as from the heavens the rain and snow come down and do not return there till they have 
watered the earth, making it fertile and fruitful, giving seed to the one who sows, and bread to the one 
who eats, so shall my word be that goes forth from my mouth; my word shall not return to me void, but 
shall do my will, achieving the end for which I sent it”.  

Isaiah offered God’s words as assurance, that He had not abandoned Israel. To assure them, he 
declared that if God wills something, it will be fulfilled and will serve His purposes: Just as the word that 
goes from my mouth shall not return to me void, but shall do my will, achieving the end for which I sent it. 

 
And thinking about the word that goes from the mouth of God, especially in our setting, here and 

now, we consider that His will, His purpose, is that His living word to enter into our ears, soak into our 
consciousness, and to take root in our hearts. And don’t we all wish God would speak to us?  

Aside from whatever ways we’re distracted and simply fail to hear the message, I realize the words 
of Scripture are not always so clear. Sometimes they challenge or even offend us with violent, severe, or 
even seemingly bizarre concepts that seem so foreign to our cultural sensibilities. It’s not always easy to 
know what God is saying to us, or how to apply it to our lives.  

As I say time and time again, we do best to read the readings at least a day in advance (Daily 
Roman Missal, Magnificat). But in whatever way you do manage to receive God’s word in the readings, 
what do you do in the hours or days that follow to bring these proclaimed words to life for you? Does it just 
go in one ear and out the other? Do you just leave it unexamined? Often it requires follow up and some 
study of what we’ve heard (Catholic Study Bible). Or even being part of one of our parish groups who 
discuss and study the Scriptures. 

I’m convinced that the effort to prayerfully read the readings beforehand and to study them for 
understanding afterwards is much of what makes the difference between those, who like impenetrable and 
rocky soil, are merely bored or perplexed by the Scriptures, and those, who like fertile soil that receives the 
abundant seed that God spreads so freely, are enlivened and guided by God’s word.  

 
I remind us, the Scriptures are not just a body of ancient literature. They form a living word, 

meaning that they have the potential to say something new, no matter how many times we’ve heard a 
particular verse or reading—but only if we’re not ready or willing to hear, receive and engage Him. It’s like 
the good intention of purchasing a plant from the local nursery, then taking it home, removing the plastic 
pot, then just setting the plant on the ground. It will not live. We must break up the soil, get our hands into 
it, and plant it. We must follow up with water and care. In other words, it requires some work. As 
participants in this Mass, with that deliberate care, we’re more likely to be like the fertile soil Jesus 
described, soaking up what God is sowing and allowing it take root within us, that it might be life-giving: for 
our marriages, our children, our friends, therefore, a source of God’s guiding presence.  

 
As Jesus said in today’s Gospel, “Gross is the heart of this people, they will hardly hear with their 

ears, lest they hear and understand and be converted, and I heal them” God showed up today at this Mass 
and spoke to you with a specific purpose in mind for you, and to guide you in what He has entrusted to 
you. Were you prepared to receive it? Did you hear what He had to say? But also, will you take some time 
to break it open? 


