Readings

Psalm 80
Malachi 4:1-6
Matthew 11: 2-29
The celebration of the birth of St John the Baptist marks the mid point of the year between Christmases – we are now as far from next Christmas as we are from the last.  This is absolutely in line with scripture – we read in St Luke’s Gospel that after the Annunciation (which we celebrate on March 26th) Mary went to see Elizabeth and stayed with her until the birth of Elizabeth’s son. Perhaps it is not entirely by chance that on September 29th we celebrate the Feast of St Michael and All Angels – the third quarter of the year reminding us of that story of the first great battle between good and evil, when the devil was expelled from heaven, and evil became a problem for us all ever since.  It reminds us at that point in the year, of the salvation of us all which came to us through the initiation of God through his son, Jesus Christ our Lord, a salvation which was foretold not only by the Old Testament prophets, such as we see in tonight’s first reading, but also through John the Baptist, the Elijah foretold by Malachi, an Elijah whose work it was to prepare for the coming of the Messiah.
But for tonight, I would like to look at this prophet about whom we know fairly little – in fact we only hear about his in relation to Jesus, but that is enough to be able to presume with, hopefully, some accuracy that what he was and where he came from was the way in which God planned it and thus his purposes were fully worked out.
John was an only child of older parents.  He was therefore brought up in a home shared only with adults.  There is no doubt that given the community common at that time, he would have had plenty of contact with other children, and there is no reason to doubt that he would not have had some contact with Jesus, since his mother, Elizabeth, and Mary were cousins.  But his primary influence would have been adult.  Perhaps this is why he was able to spend his time in the desert, living on locusts and wild honey – being alone was not a new experience.  Perhaps, too that is why he was so unafraid and outspoken – as was typical of truly Godly, dedicated OT prophets.  Being alone does not necessarily develop interpersonal skills in quite the same way as being brought up with a number of brothers and sisters, where sharing and getting on with each other, and learning what not to say and do is part of what family life is about.  He was, without anyone being aware of it, brought up to be a prophet. 
He was also the son of a Levite – his father was a priest.  Jesus, being of David’s line was of the house of Judah.  John therefore would have been brought up with all the traditions of the priestly family – knowledge of the Temple and the rituals and duties of a priest would have been taught to him because it was his duty as a member of the house of Levi to know all these things, because he would one day, (as his father had been doing when he was told of John’s expected birth,) have to carry out such priestly duties.
This would mean that such a boy would be very aware of his past – more so than other Jewish boys.  It was his God-given work to maintain and preserve these rituals and traditions, so the past with its history and mores would be very carefully taught to him.  Perhaps that is why he was most at home as a prophet of the Old Testament kind – Elijah returned to prepare the way of the Lord.  And he was a fearless and outspoken as any prophet could be, in the best biblical tradition.
One wonders if there was any contact between Jesus and John before the occasion of Jesus’ baptism?  Were they, like many young men, deeply concerned about the world and how they would fix it?  Did they spend time out exploring the edges of the desert, daring each other, competing with each other, arguing with each other, sticking up for each other? Did they have that special bond which can only exist between two young men with an equally strong calling and each deeply in love with the God of Israel who had done so much for his people? When Jesus came for baptism, did John recognise him as the Messiah in an instant flash of Godly insight, or had he known all along that his “cousin” had a calling greater than his own?  We’ll never know, but either could be true.
We really hear about him for the first time as he is about his prophet’s duties.  He calls people to repentance and baptises them into a cleansed life to prepare them for the coming Saviour.  He is obviously effective as a prophet, because many people come to hear him, and he routinely is found baptising in the Jordan. He challenges everyone, calling them such colourful names as “you brood of vipers,”  and warning them that the day of God’s judgement is at hand.
It is when we see John with Jesus that we see his true greatness and his total dedication to his work as the bringer of God’s message.  He was prepared to recognise the greatness and superiority of a potential competitor.   His baptised Jesus, but Jesus did not become a disciple of his.  In fact he later lost at least two disciples to him.  He and Jesus were constantly compared, an example of which we see in tonight’s Gospel reading, both being criticised for being too ascetic or too liberal.  The beginning of John chapter 4, where Jesus meets the Samaritan woman at the well, we read in the first verses that Jesus left Jerusalem because of differences between his and John’s disciples.  Even the groups of disciples differed between themselves.  But John was never jealous of Jesus, and Jesus as we also see in tonight’s Gospel thought and spoke very highly of John.
But we see another side to John.  John is imprisoned at the behest of Herod, because of John’s criticism of Herod’s marriage.  And when he sends his disciples to ask if Jesus was the one, was there not a little wistfulness in that request?  Was he not asking “Are you truly the messiah?  Was my work justified?  Was I on the right track?”  Rotting in Herod’s jail must have been frustrating enough.  Herod seemed to have liked John, or at least was troubled by what he said, but there being no end to what was happening and no definite outcome must have been truly depressing, and John must have wanted a bit of encouragement – “was it really all worth it?”  Hopefully his disciples read the signs that Jesus gave in effect – “what scripture foretold – is it happening?  If it is, tell John. Recognise what you have known from the scriptures – everything I am doing has been foretold – tell John it is all true and it is not just words – tell him what you are seeing.”

But as John himself foretold, he had to get less and Jesus had to become greater, and his faithful, and not unsuccessful life ended in that rather sordid story in Herod’s court – a story which is horrifyingly portrayed in Richard Strauss’ opera “Salome”, (note it is not called “Death of John the Baptist” – if you have seen the opera, you will understand why).  In the Bible, John is sacrificed for doing his job – for speaking out against the illegality of Herod’s marriage in terms of Jewish law.  Hardly an auspicious end for someone called by God, and certainly, John appeared to get no thanks or recognition for what he did – any more than Jesus did.  The victory of our Lord lies in the Resurrection after the Crucifixion, and his death may have been more public and more significant than John’s, but it was no less ignominious.
So what does that mean to us?  I think we can learn three things
Firstly, we are all called to something.  We all have a purpose in life, and God created us will all the skills necessary to fulfil that calling.  We usually, under God’s guidance,- whether or not we are aware or oblivious to that guidance -  find our tastes and talents in the course of our education and upbringing, but once we embark upon a certain life, that becomes our calling, and we do it to the best of our abilities.
Secondly, God gives us the means to realise that calling.  The families into which we are born, the schools we attend and the people at those schools, be they good or bad, all are training and experience which helps us realise our calling later on.  Our marriage partners, or the fact that we are not married, our wealth or lack of wealth, wherever, whatever we do, each experience is given or allowed by God and it becomes part of who we are, and under God it becomes something very valuable to us.
Thirdly, fulfilment is not necessarily the same thing as success.  Doing God’s will may make us rich and successful, it may keep us ordinary, or it may cost us everything, including our lives.  The work we do is for the greater good and for the building of the kingdom of heaven, not as personal fulfilment.  Our end may be as ignominious as John’s, but we can still know that we can face God with as job well done.
I wonder if, during the agony of the crucifixion, Jesus ever thought about John?  I wonder if, when his disciples deserted him, Jesus didn’t remember John, and know that, of all people on earth, John would have understood best of all what he was doing for us all?  Will anyone doing something wonderful for God ever think of us, and will our witness to Christ, however insignificant, be an encouragement to them?  Let us, in the power of the Holy Spirit, serve God faithfully, wherever we are called.

Amen
