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Gospel: Matthew 3:1-12 

John the Baptist appeared, preaching in the desert of Judea 

and saying, “Repent, for the kingdom of heaven is at hand!” 

It was of him that the prophet Isaiah had spoken when he said: 

A voice of one crying out in the desert, 

Prepare the way of the Lord, 

make straight his paths. 

John wore clothing made of camel’s hair  

and had a leather belt around his waist. 

His food was locusts and wild honey. 

At that time Jerusalem, all Judea, 

and the whole region around the Jordan 

were going out to him 

and were being baptized by him in the Jordan River 

as they acknowledged their sins. 

 

When he saw many of the Pharisees and Sadducees 

coming to his baptism, he said to them, “You brood of vipers! 

Who warned you to flee from the coming wrath? 

Produce good fruit as evidence of your repentance. 

And do not presume to say to yourselves,  

‘We have Abraham as our father.’ 

For I tell you,  

God can raise up children to Abraham from these stones. 

Even now the ax lies at the root of the trees. 

Therefore every tree that does not bear good fruit  

will be cut down and thrown into the fire. 

I am baptizing you with water, for repentance,  

but the one who is coming after me is mightier than I. 

I am not worthy to carry his sandals. 

He will baptize you with the Holy Spirit and fire. 

His winnowing fan is in his hand. 

He will clear his threshing floor  

and gather his wheat into his barn,  

but the chaff he will burn with unquenchable fire.” 

 

Homily 
 

Those fiery words are from John the Baptist; this figure who dominates the Advent season—a charismatic 

figure, a counter cultural figure. He is an anti-establishment figure if ever there was one. John was living 

out in the desert among the wild beasts. Nobody lives out in the desert, but John did. He had wild clothes 

and you can just imagine his wild hair. On top of that, a diet that I've never heard any doctor prescribe for 
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losing weight: locusts and wild honey. And yet John is a charismatic, prophetic figure, that touched the 

hearts of all the people of Israel.  

Matthew, in his Gospel today, says the people are coming from all over Israel to hear this prophetic 

figure. He wasn't just a crazy man, he was a man who spoke truth to power. Isn't that something that we 

have in short supply today, as it was in short supply back then 2,000 years ago? There was something so 

appealing in what John the Baptist spoke, that people from all walks of life went way out of their way to 

hear his prophetic message. And when they heard him, their hearts were cut to the quick and Matthew 

reports they confessed their sin and entered into this ritual Baptism of repentance.  

Soldiers were there, tax collectors were there, the poor were there, the rich were there, the scribes and the 

Pharisees and the Sadducees were there. The Sadducees were the ones who ran the Temple. They were 

the liturgists of their day. The Pharisees were the ones who interpreted the law. And John the Baptist 

looks out at the crowd and he sees them standing there because the people were united with the sense that 

something was wrong in their society. Something was not right; this is not the way that God intends it to 

be.  

And so when John comes and he's preaching Holy fire and brimstone, lots of people come up and respond 

to that and say, 'Yeah we want to get it right and I'm part of the problem.' They confessed their sins and 

they repented.  

But you can just picture the scribes and the Pharisees looking out at the crowds, looking down their noses 

at everybody else and saying, 'That's right! I'm glad you're repenting. Oh, I'm glad you're repenting. I'm 

glad you're repenting. Yeah, yeah, yeah. Come on! Get in the water, confess your sin. Yeah, yeah.' But 

they don't confess their own sin. They stand on the sidelines judging everybody else because they got the 

truth. They know what makes God happy, and John turns his laser focus on them. And he says, 'You 

brood of vipers. You hypocrites. You smug dirty so and so’s. And he lets them have it. Because the 

Pharisees are saying, 'We're the elite. We're the ritually pure. We're the children of Abraham. We know 

we got it right.' And John says, 'That's balderdash. That's non-sense. I tell you, God can raise up 

children—if we're talking about lineage; if we're talking about ethnic purity—God can raise up pure 

children from these very stones. Don’t give me that baloney. What God looks for is a repentant heart.’ 

Brothers and sisters that's a message we need to hear today just as we needed to hear it 2,000 years ago. I 

remember, a number of years ago I had the opportunity to lead a pilgrimage to the Holy Land and I went 

with another priest, a good friend of mine, Fr. Jim Willig. And as you may have guessed from the 

proclamation of the Gospel, I have a background in drama. And so I decided to surprise the pilgrims—

some of the pilgrims were from Holy Family Parish, and some of them are at this Mass today and they'll 

remember this—so right in the river Jordan there's an opportunity for pilgrims to renew their Baptismal 

vows. You go into the River Jordan, confess your sin and re-confess your Baptismal vows and there's this 

amphitheater, and it slopes down into the river. So all the people were facing the river and Fr. Jim was 

standing there and he was waxing eloquent, and talking about John the Baptist. What they didn't know is 

that I snuck up behind them in a make-shift costume and I mussed up my hair and I looked like some wild 

man. At a certain cue I just turned and started shouting, "YOU BROOD OF VIPERS! REPENT FOR 

THE KINGDOM OF GOD IS AT HAND!"  
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It scared the hell out of them. They turned around and they saw this crazy man shouting up there. And I 

had memorized the text and I went on quoting John’s words at various sections in the Gospel. But what I 

didn't tell you is there were also jack hammers that were going in the distance and I was speaking against 

the natural acoustics of the theater and so as these jack hammers got louder and louder, I had to go louder 

and louder, and I'm screaming at the top of my voice and the next day I woke up and I had no voice. I was 

struck with laryngitis for the next, well, for the end of the pilgrimage. I was reduced to speaking with a 

whisper.  

John the Baptist is this extraordinary figure who could speak truth to power. He knew who he was and he 

knew who he was not. He was an extraordinarily humble individual. That day I learned a lesson in 

humility, let me tell you. As I portrayed the character of John the Baptism, I got the fiery persona, but it 

was a much harder lesson to learn, the lesson of humility. For John goes in with his message today—and 

we heard it—and John said I'm baptizing you with water, but there's one who's coming after me, I'm not 

the main event, I'm just the warm up act. I'm not the big kahuna. But when he comes, I'm not even worthy 

to tie his shoe laces. I can't even carry his sandal. I'm not worthy of that. He's going to baptize you with 

the Holy Spirit and with fire.  

That's what we're preparing for: That the Holy Spirit would come into our hearts, into our Church and into 

our world. This great beautiful, prophecy of Isaiah, written hundreds of years before the coming of Christ, 

is an idyllic vision of the messianic age. When the Messiah comes, impossible things will happen. The 

wolf will lie down with the lamb—wolves eat lambs, Lambs are afraid of wolves. Isaiah’s vision is they 

will lie down beside each other in comfort. Lions are meat eaters—lions will eat hay. They'll become 

vegetarians. Impossible reconciliations will take place.  

When I was 18 years old I entered the Jesuits; one of the great decisions of my life. And I was meditating 

in the Advent season on that first reading that we just heard; it was like I never heard it before. It just cut 

me to the quick. I said, this is the vision of what our world can be, if we turn ourselves over to Christ, if 

Christ is truly our king, truly at the center of our lives, at the center of our nation, at the center of our 

world. Impossible things can happen. In my young 18 year old mind I believed that prophecy and I typed 

out those words and I cut them out and I glued them on pieces of paper. I ran them off and I sent 

Christmas cards out for the first time since I was 5 years old. I sent them out to my family and friends and 

I said, this is what Christmas is all about. This is what we're preparing for. I can't hear that reading today 

without remembering that somewhat naive optimism of an 18 year old boy who dared to believe the 

prophecy of Isaiah.  

I'm 66 years old now. Many Advents and Christmases have come and gone over the last 40 years and still 

the power of Isaiah’s vision can change the world if we dare to believe in it. Impossible reconciliations 

can take place. Democrats and Republicans can work together. Imagine Donald Trump and Hilary Clinton 

embracing and kissing. Imagine us, as a multi-ethnic community: black, white, yellow, red, and brown 

coming together in peace. Imagine America welcoming all of those who live within our borders, 

documented and undocumented. Imagine our Catholic Church stretching its arms to embrace all of its 

members, gay and straight alike. Imagine our police living and protecting our poor communities, and a 

mutual respect guiding their interactions. Imagine the state of Illinois balancing its budget. Isaiah's 

prophecy speaks of impossible things.  
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Brothers and sisters, these things may never happen in our lifetime, but if we do not dare to believe and 

hope, one thing is for certain, it will never happen. We need this season of Advent. I don't know about 

you, but I need this season of Advent. Because as I get older, the eyes of my heart darken, the ears of my 

spirit harden, and I find it harder and harder to believe in the great dream that is America. I find it harder 

and harder to believe in what the Catholic Church is. Catholic means universal. If there is any community 

on the face of the Earth that should hold dear this sacred vision of Isaiah the prophet, it is us! I love what 

Dorothy Day said of the Catholic Church, "Here comes everybody!"  

Brothers and sisters, there's no Church alive that even comes close to the universal call that is the Catholic 

Church. We are the largest denomination on the face of the Earth and yet we ourselves are badly divided. 

John the Baptist uses two images today to speak of the coming of this Messiah. Both of them are images 

of preparing bread. He said, "He will separate the grain from chaff." You know that when wheat grows 

you take it off the stalk and there's a husk on the outside of the kernel, and what you have to do is you 

have to rub it between your hands—that's what they used to do in the ancient days because they didn't 

have those machines. You would rub the grain in your hands and it would separate out the outer shell 

which was worthless from the kernel, from the good stuff. Then they would take a fan and they would 

sweep that fan back and forth and that wind would blow away the chaff so the grain could be gathered up. 

John uses that image of preparing the wheat to make the bread and he says, ‘When the Messiah comes, 

that's what he's going to do. He's going to separate the wheat from the chaff. He's going to separate those 

who really want the Gospel message from those who are just showing up; from those who are pretending 

to be Holy, and those who are willing to acknowledge their own brokenness, so that a community of real 

faith can be forged. His winnowing fan is in his hand and that wind is going to separate the real stuff from 

the baloney.’ 

That's the first image that he uses and the second image that he uses is one of fire. How do we prepare our 

bread? After the grain is crushed and ground it's stuck into the oven. John uses this image—not God's fire 

of anger so much as it is one of transformation. How does that grain become bread? It gets stuck in the 

fire. And that fire is the fire of repentance and it’s offering up our suffering that we may be transformed 

into this living bread. I love the image, you probably know Bethlehem means house of Bread. Where was 

Jesus born? In a manger, a feeding trough.  

How do we become part of that living bread that we will receive later in this Eucharist? The chaff has to 

be separated, the good stuff from the baloney. And we have to endure our share of suffering. That we can 

be transformed so that the problem is not out there, the problem is in here, and this renewal of our Church 

and our world and our country begins in our hearts. Again, there's this beautiful image in Isaiah. He says, 

'A little child is going to lead them along the way.' Isn't that what Advent is all about? Preparing that a 

little child that we can be humble enough to be lead to the fulfillment of Isaiah's prophecy, beginning in 

our own hearts.  

It's been many years since I made that Christmas Card at age 18, but for the last 20 years I've been writing 

an Advent Christmas poem and making my own Advent Christmas cards and sending them out to family 

and friends. It's an image of hope, of a little child, a new Adam, a new Eve, leading us.  

  



Homily and Poem, © 2016 J Michael Sparough, SJ 

Our New Adam and Eve 

By J Michael Sparough, SJ 

When faith falters, 

Virtue fails, 

And deeds of love are few. 

Then Holy child I pray, 

That we may always turn in hope to you. 
 

You our New Adam, 

your mother our New Eve. 

This hope to which you beckon 

Us, far beyond what we conceive. 
 

So why are we disheartened 

When those whom we appoint 

Reveal themselves as only human 

And inevitably disappoint? 

 

May we hope not in our strength, 

Wisdom, goodness or our reason. 

Not in our economy, technology, 

Or the latest/greatest of the season. 
 

Turn our eyes to you oh little one, 

Beauty ever ancient, ever new, 

Birthing hope, not of our making, 

But from you, with you, through you. 
 

May we embrace your living words, 

Anchoring hope amidst the strife. 

I've come to be born in every heart, 

That you may have new life. 
 

Amen. (Amen.) 


