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December 17, 2017 

One morning a couple of years ago on a Saturday, there appeared a man standing on the corner of 5th and Sibley 
Streets in downtown St. Paul.  He appeared to be unbathed, his clothing was tattered, and he had a long, 
unkempt beard.  And he was screaming.  Loudly enough to be heard through my closed windows half a block 
away.  I couldn’t make out just what he was shouting to the cars that passed by and the people walking along 
the sidewalk, but he was obviously in a highly agitated state.  And he stayed there for about an hour.  As far as I 
could tell, nobody was listening to him and, in fact, nobody wanted anything to with him.  In the end I don’t 
know whether he just gave up and went away, or whether he was hauled off to jail, or to detox.  I think people 
were afraid of him because he was so odd and so angry and so loud.  I was afraid of him, and I was inside a 
secure building at a safe distance.  My assumption was that he was either mentally ill or under the effects of 
chemicals—or both.   

I hadn’t thought about that man again until I re-read today’s gospel account about John the Baptist at the Jordan 
River.  It occurred to me that John was doing just about the same things as that man downtown, whom I 
regarded as possibly insane or dangerous.  John too was dressed in shabby clothing, arriving out of nowhere, 
shouting out with passion about what other people needed to be doing.  And nobody knew who he was.   

The difference, though, was that the people who heard John the Baptist not only didn’t seem to be afraid of 
him, they were attracted to him.  They wanted to engage him and find out more about him.  In fact, so 
enamored were they of him that they needed to know whether he was the Prophet Elijah, come back from the 
dead in order to announce the imminent arrival of the Messiah—or maybe he was the Messiah himself?  John 
was doing something there at the river that not only captured the local passers-by, but even caused the priests 
and Levites from Jerusalem to pay attention and to send messengers across the rugged desert to try and 
discover what was going on.   

What John doing, or what was his personal appeal, that he wasn’t just dismissed by others as being some sort of 
crazy person?  Why did the people engage him rather than flee him?  Why was his address alluring rather than 
just scary?  It couldn’t have been the fact that he was baptizing people because the gospel is clear to say that the 
crowd didn’t understand why he was doing that—and yet they flocked to him anyway, to partake in a ritual that 
they didn’t fully comprehend.  John the Baptist had awakened in the people some sort of primal longing for 
what they most desperately needed in order to find God and true meaning in life, a flicker of hope for what they 
had so long awaited—a Savior—and a sense that he was now drawing very near.  How come?  It was John who 
convinced them to seek more deeply into the mystery of what was really going on here.  But how did he do 
that?  He convinced them that the Christ was already in their midst, as yet unrecognized.  But what made his 
testimony so persuasive in a way that 100 false prophets didn’t succeed in doing? 

In the strict sense, without knowing anything more about John’s personality than what the Bible tells us (and 
that isn’t very much), we really can’t be certain.  But there must have been some evident integrity, honesty, 
attractiveness, and even joy about John’s life witness that made his audience want to know more, and to step 
into his circle of the baptized in order to discover for themselves what made this eccentric prophet so 
compelling, even if he himself kept denying that he was the Christ.   

Why does of any of this matter to us today?  Simply because we—ALL of us—are intended by our baptism to 
take up the very same responsibility that John the Baptist accepted, to be heralds of the Lord who is so near to 
us, but who is not us.  And how do we do that?  Well maybe for a few of us it is done by standing here in pulpits 
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and reciting doctrine, or teaching in religion classrooms, or evangelizing in the streets or going on exotic 
missionary trips to the far reaches of the world.   

But for most of us, it is done by witnessing to the God whom we know, and the confident hope we have, by the 
way that we live with one another, day by day by day.  And if perhaps we need to get more specific about how 
that happens, we can look to our other Sacred Scripture today.  We can look to prophet Isaiah who tells us that 
the most convincing witness to authentic Christian life are those who pay attention to the poor, who console the 
broken hearted, who cry out for freedom for the oppressed and for justice to the ones whom others ignore.  We 
do it by demanding that those who are cast off by social structures of sin be set free, and by promising both the 
suffering and the perpetrators of suffering that God will have his final reckoning for all of us.  that’s the kind of 
life witness of which we are capable, and to which our baptism calls us.  We are intended to live lives that are 
alluring and inspiring to others by their honesty and confidence in the promises of God.  And that really ought to 
be a source of joy for us. 

That’s exactly why St. Paul tells his audience in Thessalonica that their primary job as disciples is to rejoice.  
Rejoice and pray, and be thankful.  this is the most powerful kind of Christian witness that there can ever be.   

Like John the Baptist, our task is to become a community together that is alluring to the many people in our 
world who long to know that there is something more to hope for than the darkness and chaos and fear that 
seems so easily to envelop us these days—as it always has.  John was doing something out there in the 
wilderness, by the way he ordered his life and welcomed the seekers and radiated a quiet (or maybe some time 
loud!) confidence and joy that was born of his faith.  We can all do that, with the grace that is given us by Christ.  
Let us. 


