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Peace be with you! The Mass for Life. Each year here 
in the United States we ask parishes to remember the 
unborn on January 22nd, the day of the 1973 Supreme 
Court ruling titled Roe versus Wade. Here in the 
Diocese of Yakima, I try to set aside one Sunday in 
January where I can also invite people to the 
Cathedral for an annual Mass for Life. So, for those of 
you visiting, welcome to your home here at St. Paul 
Cathedral! 
 

How appropriate that we align our Mass for Life with 
this Baptism of the Lord! On a personal note, my 
mom and dad were married here at St. Paul Cathedral 
65 years ago. This last December 1st was their 
anniversary. I was baptized here at St. Paul Cathedral 
11 and a half months later, on November 11th. 
 

Our scriptures today open with the fortieth chapter 
of Isaiah: “A voice cries out: In the desert prepare the 
way of the Lord! Make straight in the wasteland a 
highway for our God! Every valley shall be filled in, 
every mountain made low; the rugged land shall be 
made a plain, the rough country a broad valley. Then 
the glory of the Lord shall be revealed, and all people 
shall see it together; for the mouth of the Lord has 
spoken.” 
 

Scripture scholars note that Isaiah is borrowing from 
an image of a military road. Isaiah is preaching these 
words of hope to his Jewish compatriots enslaved in 
the Babylonian empire. Seventy years earlier, the 
Jewish people were carted off from Jerusalem and 
brought some 500 miles to the east to serve as slaves 
of the Babylonian empire.  
 

The capital city of ancient Babylon is now located today in the modern country of Iraq. 
Archeological evidence there reveals that a broad military route existed from the river Euphrates 



some five miles into downtown Babylon. The main gate – the Ishtar gate – has been 
reconstructed in the “Pergonmonmuseum” in Berlin. Bright turquoise blue stones mark the end 
of this military road.  
 

The Jewish exiles in Babylon could view the parades, cavalcades, and processions along this route 
leading up to a large masonry monument to their war-god Marduk. They could look upon all this 
pomp and power with longing and nostalgia. 
 

What does Isaiah do? In this fortieth chapter, he takes these military images and turns them on 
their head. He tells the exiles that our own God – the God of Israel – is so great that he will 
construct a new road. And this road will not be a puny five-mile military parade route from the 
Euphrates River to the Marduk war monument.  
 

No! This highway will be so great that it will cut through 500 miles of desert waste back to where 
their God dwells: Mount Zion. And this highway back to their God will be so smooth and so broad 
that “…every valley shall be filled in, every mountain made low; the rugged land…made plain, the 
rough country a broad valley.” That is Isaiah in our opening reading from this 40th chapter of 
Isaiah. 
 

The problem is that 70 years is a long time. Isaiah is trying to convince the grandkids that they 
should go back to a country they don’t remember. 60 years ago, German was widely spoken here 
at the Cathedral. It would be like me telling my young cousins: “Guess what! We are going home! 
We are going all the way back to the Rhine valley between France and Germany where our local 
dialect we speak here in Yakima first started. We will make blood sausage. We will take off our 
shoes and socks and stomp the grapes for wine. We will do shoe dances. We will live in little sod 
huts. It will be great! 
 

Say what? I do not want to go back to Germany! I do not know how to speak German! And I hate 
blood sausage. That’s nasty stuff. That’s probably why grandmother and grandfather 
immigrated! I like this American Babylon! 
 

In order to convince his listeners to return, Isaiah makes his argument on a very key Jewish belief: 
The Jews are forbidden to make graven images. Recall this is one of the Ten Commandments. 
The point Isaiah makes is that God’s grandeur is not going to be revealed through fancy city gates 
bejeweled in turquoise. God’s splendor will not be revealed in mighty masonry or military 
parades.  
 

No. God comes the hidden way. The back way. Through the desert. And during Christmas season, 
isn’t this what happens? The savior of the world is born in an animal shed. The royal family is a 
migratory refugee family on the move. The lowly shepherds of the field are the first to hold court. 
This king of kings arrives with no military power. Rather, he arrives with a “strata” of angels. 
“Strata” – the Greek word for army. As our Emeritus Pope Benedict XVI succinctly notes: “God 
comes as a baby.” 
 



No wonder, then, that Saint John the Baptist directly quotes this fortieth chapter of Isaiah in 
proclaiming the coming of Christ. When John the Baptist pours water over the head of Jesus, it is 
Jesus who sanctifies our own waters of baptism. Our own baptism affirms and consecrates the 
God-given dignity built into the very fiber of our humanity from the first moment of conception. 
 

This Feast of the Baptism of the Lord motivates us to protect the dignity of every human life from 
the first moment of conception to the final moment of natural death. This uplifting of human 
dignity is why I am so grateful to the many volunteers and supporters of our PREPARES program. 
PREPARES is the unique initiative of our Washington State Catholic bishops in conjunction with 
our Catholic Charities agencies and our Catholic parishes all across the state. 
 

PREPARES flows from our baptism. We walk the journey of life with the mom and her family from 
the first moment of conception to the child’s fifth birthday providing wrap around support. This 
support ranges from material needs such as baby formula and Pampers all the way to parenting 
classes, educational, social and spiritual support. We support women and their families 
regardless of marital status, economic status or legal status. We allow the grace that pours forth 
in baptism to touch the lives of those we serve. 
 

At this point I would ask everyone – not only our PREPARES volunteers – but everyone who is 
involved in our pro-life efforts in any way to please stand. I know we have folks involved with 
Birthright. I know we have folks involved with various pregnancy resource centers. I know we 
have folks involved with Students for Life. I know we have folks involved with Washington State 
Human Life. I know we have members of the Knights of Columbus – one of our key partners at 
PREPARES. I know we may have others deeply involved in our pro-life efforts. All of you please 
stand so we can thank and acknowledge you. 
 

Permit me to close on this final point. We are all aware that the United States Supreme Court 
heard arguments on state legislation that would provide greater protection for the unborn. But 
let me repeat this very important historical fact. Even if the United States Supreme Court were 
to reverse Roe versus Wade, abortion would remain legal here in Washington State. Washington 
State is the only state in the United States to have legalized abortion by popular ballot. That 
means our journey here will be different. We will need to find ways to protect the unborn through 
acts of love and works of mercy. That’s PREPARES. That’s also what so many of our partners such 
as the Knight of Columbus are all about. 
 

That’s all the more reason for us to stay grounded in our dignity as humans, stay grounded in our 
baptism, and allow the grace that flows from our baptism to touch the lives of the unborn, the 
lives of their mothers, their fathers, their families and the communities to flow from our service.  
 

So, thank you! Thank you for considering the call of Isaiah echoed in the cry of Saint John the 
Baptist! Thank you for upholding the dignity of every human life, a dignity consecrated in our 
baptism. Thank you for the many ways you see God coming the little way, the back way. Thank 
you for seeing, as does Pope Emeritus Benedict, that “God comes as a baby!” Peace be with you! 
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