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Most saint’s feast days are on or near the days that they died and 

entered into Heaven. For instance, this past month, we remembered Saint 

Elizabeth of Hungary on November 17, the day she died.  

 

There are, however, three holy people whose birthdays we celebrate. 

The first one is obviously Jesus whose birthday we celebrate on Christmas. 

The other is Mary, whose birthday is September 8. The third person might 

be a bit of a surprise. It is John the Baptist whose birthday is celebrated on 

June 24. The fact that, except for Jesus and Mary, his is the only other 

birthday we celebrate should tell us something about how important he is.  

 

John the Baptist is the bridge between the Old and the New 

Testaments. He is the last of the Old Testament prophets. Like the prophet 

Isaiah and all the other Old Testament prophets, he preached the coming of 

a Messiah without knowing who that Messiah would be and when he would 

arrive. At the same time, he is the first of the New Testament prophets 

because he points most directly at Jesus, the one who was mightier and 

who would baptize with fire and the Holy Spirit. Once he saw the Holy Spirit 

come down upon Jesus in the form of a dove during His baptism, it became 

clear to John that Jesus was the Messiah. From then on, he knew it was 

time for him to withdraw from the scene and point everyone toward Jesus.  

 

For that reason, John the Baptist is such a powerful and important 

figure for these four weeks leading up to Christmas. Just as he prepared the 

people for the preaching of Jesus, so we are preparing ourselves for the 

celebration of His birth into our world. Just as he cautioned the people to be 

ready to receive Him when He comes, so we are looking carefully into our 

own hearts to make sure they are ready to receive Him when He comes 
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again.  

 

John the Baptist’s words and actions in today’s gospel give us some 

insight into how we should live these days of preparation so that we can 

receive Jesus into our hearts with renewed joy.  

 

The first insight comes from the place that John the Baptist chose to 

live and preach - the desert. He didn’t go into the bustling city to confront 

people or into the Temple area where they were gathering to pray. He 

didn’t go into the local synagogues to announce his message. Rather, he 

withdrew to the quiet of the desert. Away from all the noise of the city, he 

could hear God’s voice more clearly. Far from the pleasures of urban life, he 

could pray more peacefully. And keeping his distance from all the 

distractions of the marketplace, he could speak more forcefully and 

passionately.  

 

This Advent Season is a call for us to enter into the desert, not 

literally but figuratively. It is a call to withdraw from all the hustle and 

bustle of daily life and find a quiet place. Just as John the Baptist refused to 

get sucked into all the distractions of daily life in the city, so we are being 

called to step aside from all the manic preparations for Christmas Day that 

involve everything but prayer and reflection. If we are to celebrate the real 

reason for Christmas - Jesus Christ - then refusing to get sucked into the 

frenzy of these days is critical. We do that by taking some time to do 

nothing except spend time in prayer and reflection.  

 

The second insight comes from John the Baptist’s strong words of 

rebuke to the religious authorities - “Produce good fruit as evidence of your 
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repentance.”  

 

The Advent season is a time of repentance which is why we wear 

purple at Mass. It is sin that keeps us from welcoming Jesus into our hearts 

and sharing Him with others. Sin is a refusal to love both God and neighbor. 

So, by turning away from sin, we turn toward God.  

 

Over the past year, we have heard a lot about God’s mercy in the 

gospels. He loves sinners. Jesus died for sinners. The greater the sinner, 

the more right he has to God’s mercy. There is no sin that Jesus cannot or 

will not forgive. The Parables of the Lost Sheep and the Prodigal Son teach 

us just how radical God’s mercy is. But there is a method to God’s mercy. 

He is patient with us so that we will change our ways. If His mercy is not 

bearing fruit in us - that is, if it is not causing us to grow in faith, hope, and 

love - then we should take a good hard look at ourselves and do whatever it 

takes to change our attitudes and behaviors.  

 

A third insight into how we are to live this Advent Season so that we 

can reflect God’s love and mercy more clearly comes not from John the 

Baptist but from today’s first reading and Responsorial Psalm. It is the call 

to live justly.  

 

Justice is usually defined as “giving to each one his due.” But biblical 

justice is something greater. It begins with having a right relationship with 

God. Then, it involves treating others with the dignity they deserve as 

children of God, made in His image and likeness. When I love God with all 

my heart, soul, mind, and strength, I will also love my neighbor, who is 

loved by God.  
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John the Baptist shows us that this Advent Season is a time for us to 

withdraw from the world, to refuse to participate in the frenzy all around us, 

and reflect on how we can welcome Jesus into our hearts. That means 

spending time in prayer, courageously looking at all the ways we treat one 

another unjustly and making a real commitment to change that. Then, like 

John the Baptist, we will be able to point to the one who is to come, who is 

mightier than we are, and who promises to establish justice and peace on 

the earth. 


