HOMILY, 3RD SUNDAY OF ADVENT, GAUDETE SUNDAY My dear Friends,
How do you handle waiting in line for something? Waiting in a doctor’s office, when you are in pain? Going into Joann’s Store, just to buy a spool of thread, and find there are eight women in line ahead of you with baskets full of craft items; and only one person at the check-out counter? Just imagine how you would feel living in Puerto Rico today waiting for water? for food? for shelter?
We would never choose to wait in a line except for something we desperately wanted and needed.
Wanting - waiting. Waiting - desperately needing.
During these day, in the most solemn prayer of our Church, the Mass, this waiting and desperately needing, is made clear in our Readings from the prophets, in the Hebrew Scriptures. We hear them promising a dejected population, century after century, standing in line, so to speak, waiting desperately for someone to come, and rise up, take charge, save them from their enemies, show them how to make sense of their lives. Bring them peace!
And today, Gaudete Sunday, we rejoice at the introduction of a very special Prophet, namely John the Baptist, who stretches his arms out wide, and like a bridge, connecting those Prophets and their promises of Old, to the One, namely Jesus, who WILL give us what we desperately need, and show us how to make sense of our lives.
Now, I relish the story of John the Baptist. Each of the four Evangelists has something to say about him. When I was a child in Elementary School, Sister put all those “somethings” together in such an captivating lesson that I can still visualize her, standing before the class, and myself, elbow on the desk, chin in hand, listening in rapt attention. I clearly remember all that, but I can’t remember Sister’s name!
I can’t resist the quip - In my memory she has decreased, while John has increased
Consequently, when I was preparing for today’s homily, I wanted us to consider how this amazing man got to be such a pivotal figure in the Bible. To start, his parents were special. According to Luke, the Evangelist, John’s father, Zechariah, was a priest of the Temple, his mother, Elizabeth, was a descendant of the daughters of Aaron. They were definitely practicing Jews, who kept all the Commands of God, and found satisfaction in doing so.
Only one thing made them sad; they had no children. Then one day while Zechariah was doing one of his - two-weeks-a-year-service in the Jerusalem Temple,” he was chosen to scatter the incense on the fire which burned on the Altar of Incense, located in the Sanctuary, when something extraordinary happened. Suddenly, the angel Gabriel appeared to him, and Zechariah had his own annunciation. He was told his wife Elizabeth would give birth to a son, and they must name him John, and he would lead many people
back to the worship of God.
Zechariah told the angel that this 
message seemed impossible, because he and his wife were too old to have children. Hmmmm. Not a good response.
So the Angel told Zechariah, because he did not believe God’s message he would be speechless until his words came to pass.
Meanwhile, the people were waiting for Zechariah to come out from the Sanctuary. When he finally did emerge, unable to speak, and gesturing without making sense, they assumed he had seen a vision.
Months pass, the baby boy is born, and the eighth day has come; it’s circumcision time. They, probably the relatives, were going to name him after his father, Zechariah. No, no, no, said Elizabeth, his mother, he will be called John. (There’s a hint here that Zechariah and Elizabeth had no secrets in their marriage. Zechariah was able to communicate his Temple experience to Elizabeth with a little effort, but with love and trust.) Still, the relatives insisted: “But no one in your family has this name!” (This is my favorite part of the story) So they turned to Zechariah, and ignoring what Elizabeth said, waited for the father’s opinion. Zechariah called for a tablet, (probably a thin slab of wood covered with wax, and a short stick sharpened to a point) and with it he wrote:
John is his name. At this, his tongue was freed, and he spoke praising God.
Luke 1:80 tells us: The child grew and became strong in spirit,....
It is reasonable to think that during John’s childhood it was his devout parents who were instructing him on the lessons and laws of the God of Israel. And, Zechariah, a priest, was daily - a living example of fidelity to the Holiness Laws found in the scroll of Leviticus. Little John had an A1, up-close-and-personal, education
about Temple Worship, the duties of Temple authorities, and what was expected of Temple worshipers. Besides, there was always someone coming to the house with a question, a problem, or a worry, they wanted to discuss with his respected priest-father.
So, John had plenty of opportunities to observe people, their problems, and their practice of faith, before setting out on his desert retreat, to discern the Will of God for his adult life. Was it then, perhaps, he pondered the words of the Prophet Isaiah, (40:3-5)
“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 will be filled in,
every mountain and hill shall be made low;
The rugged land shall be made a plane,
the rough country, a broad valley.
Then the glory of the Lord shall be revealed,
and all mankind shall see it together; 
for the mouth of the Lord has spoken.”
When John came out of the desert wearing his camel hair and leather belt, standing knee-deep in the Jordan River, he quickly became quite the sensation. He cried out, “Repent, for the kingdom of heaven is at hand!” And, instead of walking quickly away from someone apparently deranged, the people were quite interested. Mark’s Gospel, as little as it has to say about John, tells us, “People of the whole Judean countryside and all the inhabitants of Jerusalem were going out to him and were being baptized by him...as they acknowledged their sins.” (Mark 1:5) Now, that’s a lot of people!
And, apparently John did require that before baptism they had to ACKNOWLEDGE their sin. Name it, say it out loud, hate it.
Don’t blame it on someone else, nor on some condition, nor some unusual circumstance. Then ask God for forgiveness, and John for the cleansing waters of Baptism.
Now, that isn’t easy. No one likes to admit publicly what they have done wrong. How their selfishness has harmed another person.
John wanted those men standing on the banks of the Jordan to be honest with themselves. The kingdom of heaven was coming, and if they wanted to be part of it they would have to strive - to make an effort - to worship God, not just in words, but in DEEDS. Deeds that would lift burdens from their neighbors’ shoulders.
How do we know that? Well, those who wanted to be baptized, asked John, “What then shall we do? He said to them in reply, ‘Whoever has two cloaks, should share with the person who has none. And whoever has food should do likewise.’” Luke 3:l0
“Even tax collectors came to be baptized and they said to him, ‘Teacher, what should we do?’ He answered them, “Stop collecting more than what is prescribed.”
Soldiers also asked him, “And, what is it that we should do?” John told them, “Do not practice extortion, do not falsely accuse anyone, and be satisfied with your wages.” (Luke 3:12-1
In Matthew’s Gospel, (3:7-9) we see another side of John. When he saw many of the Pharisees and Sadducees coming to his baptism, not to acknowledge their sins, but to report back to the Temple Authorities what he was doing, he [called] to them, “You brood of vipers! Who warned you to flee from the coming wrath. Produce good fruit as evidence of your repentance. And do not presume to say to yourselves, ‘We have Abraham as our father.’ For I tell you, God can raise up children to Abraham from these stones.
“...every tree that does not bear good fruit will be cut down and thrown into the fire.” So our pedigree, or our station in life will not excuse us from deliberately treating others unjustly.
So, what we have learned from John the Baptizer is that our God is an ethical God, a Just God. God will not interfere with the moral choices we make, but if they are unjust choices, harming our neighbors in any way, and we recognize them as evil, we must repent of them, and change our ways. If not, it is WE who will add to the evils in the world, and the upheavals within our own lives.
But, on this GAUDETE, “Rejoice Sunday” we are told to “lighten up.” We are reminded of the many years, the numbers of prophets, and their countless messages, heeded and unheeded, it took before God’s announcer, John the Baptist came to break the Good News to us:
He’s coming. He’s finally coming! It won’t be long. Be ready. Jesus comes to help us, to dwell within our minds and hearts, TO USE US to spread His Peace and Justice in our World.
Let us pray daily, COME, COME, LORD JESUS!
If you are EAGER for His coming, let me hear an, AMEN!
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