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December 10 & 11, 2011

+ JMJ +


3rd Sunday of Advent, Year B
John’s Motivation
Maybe you heard about that crazy guy a couple of years ago who thought he was John the Baptist.  He was disturbing the public peace so much that eventually he had to be locked away.  They put him in the psych ward at the local hospital with another man who had been causing trouble.  Right away he turned to his cell mate and began his routine: “I am John the Baptist!  Jesus Christ has sent me!”  The other man looked him up and down and said: “I most certainly did not!”
The leaders from Jerusalem probably thought the real John the Baptist was a little crazy too.  We heard last week about his austere lifestyle: itchy camels’ hair clothing, life in the desert, eating bugs and flowers.  Either he is like the prophets of old, or he is crazy.  So naturally, they test him to see if he thinks he is somebody else, as we might do with somebody who is off-kilter.  Just as we might think somebody is crazy for declaring he is Jesus Christ, they may have been suspicious of someone who claimed he was the Christ or the Prophet.

As Christians, we know very well what the title “Christ” or “Messiah” means.  Both words mean “anointed one,” and refer to someone God has chosen for a mission, like the kings, prophets, and priests of old, who were all anointed.  The Messiah, with a capital “M,” would be the man who saved Israel from foreign powers, from sin, and from themselves.  John makes it very clear he is not this man.
We may not remember hearing about “the Prophet” in the Old Testament, but this was someone foretold by Moses.  Before his death he said “A prophet like me will the Lord, your God, raise up for you from among your own kinsmen; to him you shall listen” (Deuteronomy 18:15).  Moses was the greatest figure in all Israel’s history.  He presided at the first Passover, led them to freedom in the Exodus, and gave them the Commandments.  The Jewish people came to realize that the New Moses, the Prophet, would enact a New Passover, lead them on a New Exodus, and give them New Commandments, all greater than before.  John again makes it clear that he is not this man.  

As for Elijah, it seems John could say, yes, I am the New Elijah.  The prophet Malachi had predicted “Lo, I will send you Elijah, the prophet, before the day of the Lord comes” (Malachi 3:23).  Jesus even says elsewhere in the Gospels “If you are prepared to accept it, [John the Baptist] is Elijah, the one who was certain to come” (Matthew 11:14).  Still, John denies that he is the New Elijah, and simply calls himself “the voice of one crying out in the desert.”   
This reveals to us St. John the Baptist’s motivation and his entire message: he wants to draw attention to Jesus and away from himself.  He calls himself a voice, which should make us wonder who is the one speaking.  He says he is preparing a way, which should make us wonder for whom he is making preparations.  The one who is speaking is the Messiah, the one who will save Israel and the whole human race.  The one who is coming is also the Prophet, the New and greater Moses, who will enact a New Passover feast, the Holy Eucharist, who will lead the entire human race on a New Exodus from slavery to sin, and who will give New Commandments: love one another as I have loved you.
Today let us make the motivation of St. John the Baptist our own: to draw attention to Jesus and away from ourselves.  Advent and Christmas are very easy times to do this.  We can use images of the manger, the Holy Family and angels for our Christmas cards, our postage stamps, even our wrapping paper.  We can be sure to give at least one gift to the less fortunate, as we do with our giving tree here in church.  We can make sure our children all know what the Nativity scene means and recognize Christmas as Jesus’ birthday.  A family I know used to sing “Happy Birthday” to Jesus each Christmas morning and celebrate with cupcakes!  We can also give Jesus a gift that morning by praying as a family for people in need.  

Whatever we do, let us draw attention to Jesus this Advent and Christmas season so that we can announce him to the world, as St. John the Baptist did those many years ago.
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