
           

Third Sunday of Advent 
Cycle B, 12.13.20 

Isaiah 61:1-2,10-11/                                            
1 Thessalonians 5:16-24/John 1:6-8, 19-28 

NOT ABOVE OR BELOW,  BUT ALONGSIDE 
 On a trip to the Holy Land a few 
years ago with a group of parishioners, we 
fulfilled a dream of a lifetime. One of the 
inspiring sites we visited was the River 
Jordan, the probable site where John 
baptized Jesus. Flanked by a group of Greek 
Orthodox pilgrims on one side and a group 
of Baptists on the other, our Catholic group 
of pilgrims renewed our baptismal promises 
while standing at the river’s edge.  

 
The Baptists in the group next to us jumped 
all the way into the water, of course. We 
Catholics, not comfortable with being too 
showy about our faith, got our toes wet, 
but not much more. Some took off their 
shoes and socks, rolled up pant legs and 
waded into the water; most of us simply 
made the sign of the cross over ourselves 
with water from the Jordan. But all of us 
were profoundly moved to think that we 
might have been standing where Jesus 
stood when the arms of John the Baptist 
cradled him and lowered Jesus into the 
stream. It was an inspiring experience to be 
there and to feel ourselves one with Jesus 
and one with all the other pilgrims and 
denominations who confessed one faith in 
Christ through baptism. It affirmed both 

dimensions of that Sacrament – the vertical, 
our oneness with Christ, and horizontal, our 
connection with the Body of Christ which is 
the Church – all the baptized.  

 
 In what our Christian tradition has 
come to call the "Incarnation," the God of 
love becomes one of us so that we might 
become one with God. But Incarnation is 
not only an event we celebrate at 
Christmas. Like Baptism, it’s a practice: a 
daily effort to "embody" the love of God for 
the sake of others. During Covid there’s no 
denying that it is more challenging to 
embody that “horizontal connection” – the 
relationship we have with our brothers and 
sisters, especially when health protocols 
require that we keep our distance, at least 
six-feet distance from those outside our 
family “bubble.” Our prayer for one another 
knows no boundaries, but our opportunity 
for a hands-on ministry is severely limited. 
It will return, but, for now, that distance-
keeping is our best service and outreach to 
others. 

During Covid we’ve learned to 
appreciate so many of the simplest things in 
life which we too often take for granted – 
like getting a haircut. Seems like an easy 
task – just sit in the chair and let the hair 
stylist do his or her job. It’s not so easy for 
some people. Franz Jacob is a barber in a 
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small town outside of Quebec, Canada. One 
of his regulars is six-year-old Wyatt 
Lafreniere. Wyatt is autistic - he has trouble 
sitting still and he's hypersensitive to being 
touched. So when Wyatt’s mother brings 
him into to Franz’s barbershop, Franz will 
follow Wyatt around his shop as needed. 
He'll crawl on the floor with Wyatt and clip 
the boy's hair one snip and a shear at a 
time. Wyatt will sometimes just lie down on 
the floor, so Franz will lie down on the floor, 
too, taking as much time as Wyatt needs. 

 
 A lot of barbers and hairdressers 
wouldn’t know how to deal with clients 
with disabilities like autism, but Franz Jacob 
has several regular customers with autism, 
Wyatt being the youngest. He's learned 
how to adapt to their needs. He schedules 
them for the end of the day so he can take 
the time he needs, as long as an hour to 90 
minutes. "I lock the front door. It has to stay 
quiet when they’re here," explains Franz. 
"I'm just being really patient because they 
are the ones driving those moments." Franz 
Jacob also works with people who are 
terminally ill, who want to enjoy a last trim. 
"When you shave someone who is probably 
going to die within 48 hours ... it's 
indescribable, he says. . . . I'm really proud 
to be doing all this,'  

To Wyatt's mom, Franz Jacob is a 
hero. Franz welcomes her son like he’s his 
best friend. “To see that he accepts these 
differences is just fantastic," she says. She 
published a photo she took of the burly, 
grizzly-bearded, tattooed barber laying on 

the floor of his shop giving her son a 
haircut. The photo was posted online and in 
newspapers throughout Canada. It went 
viral and made the barber a hero - but Franz 
says, "I don't see myself like that. I'm just 
doing the best I can for my community." 
 When Jesus came to the Jordan 
River to be baptized by John, he didn’t 
come because he needed repentance or 
conversion. He was baptized to be one with 
us all. Our Lord doesn’t stand apart from 
the sick or the sinner, the bruised or the 
broken. He wades in the water with them. 
The baptism of Jesus was not for the 
forgiveness of his sins -- Jesus is the sinless 
One. The heavens opened and the voice 
declared: You are my beloved Son; in you I 
am well pleased.  Jesus is one with the 
heavenly Father. But he submits himself to 
the baptism of John to make it clear why he 
came -- to identify with us, to affirm our 
relationship with God as beloved children, 
to show us how to live with God’s kingdom 
as our goal and God’s love as our means to 
that goal.  

 
Through our baptism into Christ, 

we’re made the servants of all. We’re given 
an orientation to life so radical, so 
countercultural, so against the grain, that 
the New Testament can only describe it as 
death to an old way of life, and birth to a 
new. As one author puts it: Because the 
gospel is a way of thinking and being in the 
world that does not come naturally, we 
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must be born again, and again! A burly, 
bearded, tattooed barber in Canada 
becomes the "incarnation" of God's love 
when he puts aside his adult world to bend 
down and crawl on the floor to enter the 
world of his young autistic client. May this 
Christmas affirm our own "practice" of 
incarnation: to leave our self-centered, self-
contained world to travel humbly in the 
world of those in need and, through our 
patience, understanding and generosity, to 
make the compassion and peace of God a 
reality in their lives… and ours.    

 
John Kasper, OSFS 

 


