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3rd Sunday of Advent 2012 

Today is the 3rd Sunday in Advent, and I would like to begin with something that I have 

previously said during Advent.  As we move toward Mid-winter, darkness grows deeper 

and deeper on our part of the earth.  Darkness does something to the human spirit, to 

our psyche, to the way we look at things and think about things.   If we didn’t have 

benefit of electric lighting,  we would notice this far more than we now do.  The Winter 

Solstice, occurring this year on the 21st of December at 11:12 in the morning, will be the 

shortest moment of daylight and the longest night in the year.  It’s no wonder that the 

early Church chose to celebrate the birth of Jesus, which Christians experienced as the 

coming of God’s light and life, just at the time of the deepest darkness.   

But even as we travel through Advent towards that deepest darkness, there is a 

moment liturgically when the darkness seems to lift and a window towards the light 

appears to open up.  In the Western liturgy, this is called Gaudete Sunday- “Rejoice 

Sunday”-  the themes of the day lighten; the vestments turn from purple to rose.    For a 

moment on our journey towards Christmas and mid-winter, the darkness that 

increasingly envelopes us dissipates into a glorious splash of color. 

In many ways, Advent, seems to me, to be the image, the icon, of our times- a season 

of darkness, of anxiety, of uncertainty about the future.  As Fr. Richard Rohr has put it, 

one reason that so many people have lost heart today is that we feel both confused and 

powerless.  The forces against us are overwhelming: consumerism, militarism, the 

threat of nuclear disasters of one kind or another, terrorism, patriarchy, the corporate 

juggernaut, the collapse of the economy and its future uncertainty, an increasing gap in 
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wealth and resources between the few and the many.  What the New Testament calls 

the “powers and principalities”, and the “powers of death” in this world seem to be in full 

control of things.  And so we often feel helpless to choose our own lives, much less a 

common life, or to see any clear, overarching meaning in it all.   

Another part of the darkness of our age is what some have called the “market mind”.  In 

a market-driven culture like ours, things no longer have inherent value.  They have 

exchange value: “Will it sell?”  “Will it win?”  “Will it defeat the opponent?”  These are the 

first concerns, and often the only concerns, of the market mind. Everything and 

everyone has become a commodity.  Stephen Carter, a first-rate cultural critic, says that 

in America there is no belief left in anything, except power, possessions and prestige, 

even though a religious façade is being kept up.   

When John the Baptizer entered the scene in 1st-century Israel, this seems to have 

been something like what he saw in his own day- the system had degenerated, 

corruption abounded, the religious and political leaders were morally compromised 

because of their clear commitment to self-interest.  And so John pulled away from his 

family, from the priestly vocation he should have embraced, and from the Temple, the 

religious and economic center of the nation.  He went into the desert, the “wilderness”, 

the place outside structured society, the region many considered to be a space of chaos 

and disorder and the dwelling place of demons.  Going out there by anybody was 

considered deviant behavior.  From there John hurled abuse on those who prided 

themselves on their cultural and religious lineage: “You brood of vipers, who warned 

you to escape from the coming anger? Don’t’ start saying, ‘we have Abraham as our 
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father’.”  In other words, that stuff isn’t going to work any longer.  “Instead”, he says, 

“Prove your repentance by bearing the proper fruit”. 

Why did those people even bother to come to John?  Why did they go out into the 

wilderness to be insulted by this dissident and madman?  Maybe for them, as it often is 

for us, the old confidences in the things that they thought were solid and secure had all, 

in some measure, been shaken.  Maybe some of the old absolutes were gone, the 

patterns of life that they used to think were simply true for all times were now no longer 

working.  Maybe they saw the darkness around them and were yearning for something 

new, something more authentic, something real.  Maybe that’s why they went out and 

were ready to listen to John’s open dissent and criticism of their religious and political 

leaders.  Maybe that’s why they could hear John the Baptizer’s call to repentance, to 

“turning around” and going down another road.  And so they ask, “What should we do?”  

And isn’t that the question that we also ask ourselves now:  “What should we do? 

And John’s response was probably as difficult for people back then to hear as it is for 

us, but it is clear: "Whoever has two cloaks should share with the person who has none. 

And whoever has food should do likewise."  To the tax collectors who came to be 

baptized, he said, “"Stop collecting more than what is prescribed."  To the soldiers, he 

said, “Do not practice extortion, do not falsely accuse anyone, and be satisfied with your 

wages."  All of these things that John was talking about say something very important: 

the fruits of repentance are always about justice and sharing and reciprocity.  We can’t 

come back to God without them. 
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Over a thousand times in the Bible, the word “justice” is used.  It’s a theme that runs 

straight through both the Hebrew and Christian scriptures, and John the Baptizer was 

saying that unless God’s people were ready and committed to do justice in their own 

time, then they were nothing but hypocrites and a brood of vipers.   For John, no less 

than for the prophets who came before him, the God of Israel was preeminently a God 

of justice- justice is intrinsic to God’s being, to God’s action, to God’s character.  And 

because God is a God of justice, then in any situation in which power is misused and 

the powerful take advantage of the weak, God takes the side of the weak.   

In other words, God is always for the oppressed and against the oppressor, always for 

the exploited and against the exploiter, always for the victim and against the victimizer.  

Because God loves justice, he is “a stronghold for the oppressed” and “the needy shall 

not always be forgotten, nor the hope of the poor perish forever”, as the Psalms say.  

Because God loves justice, it means that God and God’s people need to act with 

impartiality, without favoritism, and to correct any kind of imbalance of power created by 

sinful and biased human beings.  One of the most powerful texts in the Old Testament 

witnessing to this concern comes from Deuteronomy (10: 17-19) where it says: 

 The Lord your God is God of gods and Lord of lords, the great God, mighty and 

 awesome, who is not partial and takes no bribe, who executes justice for the 

 orphan and the widow, and who loves the strangers, providing them food and 

 clothing.  You shall also love the stranger, for you were strangers in the land of 

 Egypt. 
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In his own day, John the Baptizer was reminding God’s people that this is what their 

God was like and this is how they also needed to live.  The fruits of repentance always 

explode into justice and sharing and reciprocity.  

The increasing darkness of this time of the year mirrors our own social, cultural and 

political life.  That Advent hymn, “O come, O come, Emmanuel and ransom captive 

Israel” seems not only to embody the hunger and thirst of the ancient Jewish people, 

but the hunger and thirst in us as well.  The words of this hymn can echo deeply in our 

own souls- regardless of whether we are Christians or even religious at all in an outward 

sense.  They can express a yearning for something or someone that we don’t even 

know how to think about. 

As we stand in church today when the light seems to pierce at least momentarily the 

darkness, and when we hear John’s wild and crazy call for justice to be done, we need 

to ask: Is that what we too desire? Is that what our hearts yearn for, long for?  Today in 

the middle of Advent and in the growing darkness of December, we are being reminded 

by John the Baptizer of a crazy dream  that God has for this  world, a dream where 

people no longer die of hunger because we share the resources we have, a dream 

where the powerful no longer oppress the weak and the vulnerable, a dream where 

people no longer take advantage of one another, a dream where no one is any longer a 

stranger.  So much of the evidence that we see in life around us deeply contradicts and 

opposes this dream.  But if the Gospel is right, it is God’s dream and it can pierce the 

darkness of our own age and be our joy and our light.  The Advent question for us is 

simple: are we willing to step inside this dream of God and make it our own. 


