HOMILY FOR THE TWELFTH SUNDAY OF THE YEAR C

THE NATIVITY OF JOHN THE BAPTIST

Today’s Mass takes precedence over the regular Sunday Mass, the 12th Sunday in Ordinary Time.  It takes precedence because in the Church’s liturgical calendar there are only three nativities that are celebrated, the birth of Christ, the birth of His mother May, and today’s nativity, the birth of Jesus’ cousin, John the Baptist. The message of the angel about the conception of John the Baptist was great news to Zachariah and Elizabeth had grown old without a child, and whose lack of fertility an advanced age was seen to be a kind of curse.  This way John the Baptist became a child of consolation to the family of Zachariah.  The consolation brought by John the Baptist is not only for his parents but for all Israel as a whole, and this can be seen in his God-given name, John.

John, a name given by God means the “Lord gives grace or God is gracious”.  This is so because his birth was a pledge of grace that brought a new beginning in the history of salvation.  John is a prophet of the most high God; the prophet who completes the cycle of prophets begun by Isaiah.  With his birth God shows that the laws of nature can never prevent him from carrying out his will.  He is telling us through this to trust him and walk by faith and never relent no matter the problems that come our way.  

This God-given name reveals among other things John’s identity and vocation – a name he was given while in his mother’s womb to identify him forever.   This is important to note because the same is true of us.  Before the mountains were raised, the seas were filled, the stars were flung into the heavens, and the planets were thrown into their orbits, God knew each and everyone of us.  God had a vision and purpose for each one of us.  This is exactly what Prophet Isaiah wants us to understand when he said in the first reading: “The lord called me before I was born, while I was in my mother's womb he named me. … he formed me in the womb to be his servant (Isaiah 49:1, 5).It is extremely important to know that each one of us is important in God’s scheme of things; each one of us has a purpose, and identity, a name in the mind of God.

So for John to realize God’s purpose him, he had to exhibit a kind of lifestyle – live in the desert, dress in skin of animal and eat honey and locust.  In like manner, to live out the life God has destined for us, we need to evolve a lifestyle necessary for it.   In the case of John he embraced his vocation with level headedness.  He was a blazing personality and proclaimed to all who came to listen to him near the River Jordan how much they needed to repent to be able to experience salvation: “repent, for the kingdom of heaven is at hand (Matt 3:2).  Prepare the way of the Lord; make straight his paths” (Luke 3:4). He proclaimed with boldness and said the truth even when it meant his death.  With the baptism of repentance, he opened their eyes to see the Lord (who stood in their midst unnoticed) and who had come to save them and give them hope. As the forerunner of Jesus, he proclaimed the truth about Jesus even when it had to cause him his own disciples to leave him and join Jesus, he showed the unity of the work of salvation saying: I will decrease while he increases (John 3:29-30).

Today, the celebration of the birth of John the Baptist reminds us that God created us for a purpose.  Our primary task now is to discover this purpose and the life styles that will enhance it and help us realize it. This is important because the greatness of the children of God, like the greatness of John the Baptist, consists in discovering what God has created us to be and the ability to live out the demands of that call.  One thing is to be born, another is to grow up into emotionally balanced person to realize and accomplish one’s God-given dreams. John was a child of his destiny.  He realized what he was destined to be and was respected by the King and the people.

John is born to be the front-runner, the advance-publicity man for the coming on stage of Jesus. We are the co-runners who have been radiated by His Light and are required to extend that Light to the ends of our neighborhoods, the end of our abilities, and to the end of our time. Zechariah and Elizabeth were not influential people but both were born with their little-to-do mighty things in their time, for all time. We are “servants” whom the Lord has known before we were born and in our life’s time we give birth to Him according to our individual personalities and history.  As John was born to make known the coming of Jesus, we too are born for the remembering of Jesus’ life, death, and Resurrection.  We are born to announce that He lives and gives new birth and life to all the nations.  As we celebrate the birth of John the Baptist, his vocation and its accomplishment, we are challenged to take time to find out our God-given talents and gifts, how to harness them to realize God’s purpose for us and live it out.

