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Advent give us a season that is much more than a  countdown to Christmas On 

successive Sundays we have accounts of our Lord Jesus at age 30, then as an infant 

in the womb. The incidents involving John the Baptist also jump all over the place. 

One week the gospel describes the very beginning of John’s ministry. The next 

week John is in prison at the end of his life. There is nothing chronological about 

Advent! The whole Church year jumps back and forth in the telling of the work 

and Person of Our Lord Jesus. In that way it presents salvation history and 

promotes our response to it. It is as St John’s Gospel concluded. “But there are also 

many other things which Jesus did, the which, if they should be written every one, 

I suppose that even the world itself could not contain the books that should be 

written.” (John 21:25) And earlier, “But these are written, that ye might believe 

that Jesus is the Christ, the Son of God; and that believing ye might have life 

through His name.” (John 20:31) Yes, the Advent gospels jump all over the place. 

But there is a reason. The events involving John the Baptist help us understand the 

significance of the Birth of the Lord in Bethlehem thirty years earlier. And then his 

proclamation of Jesus as The Lamb of God keeps us from celebrating the Nativity 

as just one more account of a pregnant woman giving birth in a rudimentary 

shelter. 

Nothing about the life of John the Baptist is more mysterious than what is found in 

today’s gospel. Once Christ began His ministry, John was done. He fell into 

obscurity, and was now in prison. He had once been so very clear about Our Lord. 

John had said of Jesus “He is more powerful than I; I am not even fit to carry His 

sandals.” A little later John said to Jesus “I should be baptized by You, yet You 

come to me.” But now in prison, John seems to be having second thoughts. Did 

Jesus turn out to be a different kind of Messiah than the one John expected? John 

had predicted the Lord as powerful, “purging the threshing floor with the 

winnowing fan of judgment.” Yet Christ came meek and lowly, and one day would 

enter the Holy City riding not on a Kentucky thoroughbred, but a colt the foal of an 

ass. 

Saint Matthew’s Gospel isn’t interested in answering the question about what John 

the Baptist thought. The gospel is about Jesus. But the question John asked from 
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prison was the one Matthew’s gospel wanted 1st Century Christians to answer. 

Some of these people were in prison, and many others were suffering persecution. 

For them an answer was urgent. When people are suffering they need assurance. 

Many early Christians were asking the very same question posed by John the 

Baptist. “Are you the Christ, or do we look for another?” 

How can what happened to John the Baptist, and the question he asked, be good 

news for us?  In his retirement, John was given no honorary “prophet emeritus” 

certificate or gold watch! He did not even have the joy of living among the 

disciples with Jesus. If you and I had written the gospel, John would have lived 

happily ever after with the Lord. But no! John left the joy of Christian discipleship 

to others, and he stepped aside and was alone. In prison at the very end, John was 

even acting and questioning as if God had abandoned him. 

If this circumstance reminds you of Our Lord Jesus on the Cross, you are on to 

something! We are being told here that John went before Christ in everything: even 

in His passion and death. Christ’s Incarnate Life is the pattern for everything that 

happens in His Mystical Body the Church. This means John the Baptist is 

somehow still preparing the way of the Lord whenever and wherever Christ comes 

to souls. 

The life of John the Baptist is a reminder that even in good-ordinary-everyday 

people, true faith comes with a dose of unbelief. And in a time of trial and 

temptation this residue of unbelief may strike at the very root of faith and call into 

question fundamental truths which were thought to be well settled and accepted. 

Salvation history shows this pattern. Revisit the ancient accounts. The patriarch 

Abraham believed, yet desired a sign. So did Gideon, and more than once! Even 

the very best hearts always desire God’s grace for the strengthening of faith against 

the day of temptation to infidelity. The best of souls are not equally strong all 

along the way. The trials of life can sometimes prove too hard to bear alone. Which 

is why we pray “Lord, lead us not into temptation.” That is also why you and I 

have compassion on those who do fall. 
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John the Baptist was the Lord’s great forerunner. Of him Our Lord said none was 

greater. But it was the Lord Jesus Himself Who provided for the ongoing life of 

His Church. Jesus gave us the Sacramental Life, which gives us something John 

did not have: the whole saving armor provided by the Great Physician of Souls. 


