THIRD SUNDAY ADVENT (B) 17 December 2023

As we get closer to Christmas, there are two characters that take centre stage. One is Mary, and
we will meet her next Sunday. The other is John the Baptist, and he takes centre stage in the
gospel today. John is in conversation with the religious leaders, and he explains who he is and
what he is about. He is not the Christ, and not Elijah the prophet. Rather, he is a witness, who
points to Jesus. He helps people see the light. But as we heard in the gospel today, the religious

leaders fail to recognise Jesus, even though John shines a light on him.

These two aspects — John being a witness and the leaders not recognising the Mesiah — raise
two questions for us at this time in Advent. The first is, “How will we recognise Jesus when he
comes?” The second question is, “How can we become witnesses to Jesus as John was?” The

answer to these questions will help us move through these final stages of Advent.

I recently heard a story that may help us answer these two questions. The story speaks of a
monastery that had stopped flourishing and was on the point of death. There had been no new
members for several years, and people had stopped visiting the monastery to seek out spiritual
advice and instruction. There were now only a few monks, and they did not even talk to each
other. The abbot was greatly distressed about this situation and tried many things to help renew
the monastery, but nothing worked. One day he was out walking in the woods near the
monastery, and he met a rabbi who lived nearby and who was also walking. As they walked
along, he asked the rabbi to offer some advice as to how the monastery might thrive again. The
rabbi’s response was very simple. He said to the abbot, “one of you in the monastery is the

Messiah”.

When the abbot went back to the monastery, the monks asked him about his conversation with
the rabbi. So, the abbot told them that the rabbi had said that one of them is the Messiah. They
were all a bit dumbstruck by this response. And then after a while, they began to wonder if this
might be true; and if it was true, which one of them was the Messiah. So, they began to look at
each other differently and even to treat each other differently. They listened carefully to each
other in case the one speaking was the Messiah. These reactions slowly changed the monastery.
The monks developed a new awareness of each other and of their monastery. Gradually it
dawned on them that it didn’t really matter if one of them was in fact the Messiah. Just being

open to that possibility had changed the way they viewed each other. It probably also changed



the way they viewed the whole of life. With this change of attitude, the monastery became a
place that was once again attractive. Some young people came and joined the monastery, and

people began to travel from near and far to seek spiritual instruction and advice from the monks.

Let’s see what is going on here. The first change was that the monks began to recognise God
in their midst. I guess that many of them had joined the monastery hoping to grow closer to
God. But things began to grow stale; they lost their excitement for God, and had become
paralysed by the routine of ordinary life. Once they began to look at each other differently and
listen to each other, they could soon see the image of God in each other and could hear the
voice of God in each other. This led to real change in the life of the monastery. It became a

witness to the gospel, and the word of God spread from them to others who were seeking God.

So, here we have the answer to the two questions I asked earlier. How will we recognise Jesus
when he comes? We will do this by being open to the fact that everyone is created in the image
of God. St Paul tells us that we were baptised into Christ and were clothed in Christ. This can

determine how we relate to each other and see Christ in one another.

As we saw in that story, to recognise Jesus is to be filled with joy for the gospel and enthusiasm
to be a witness to the Gospel. And this is the answer to the second question, which was, “How
can we become witnesses to God as John was?” So, being a witness is dependent on recognising
Jesus when he is among us. In this way, the life of a community that recognises Jesus among
them becomes attractive to others, and they want to be part of that community. May we be

alert during this third week of Advent.



