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If I were an artist, which I most certainly am not, I would make an artistic representation of John 

the Baptist, perhaps a painting, or a sculpture, or a statue in relief.  The image would set beside 

the altar, a little off the center.  It would show a stern and unyielding countenance, set atop an 

emaciated frame chastened by rigorous asceticism.  This rough and uncompromising character 

would serve as an apt embodiment of the Old Testament which he brings to completion.  For this 

somber figure would incarnate the mind-bending, soul-searing dynamics of the first frightening 

stage of man's encounter with God.  This prophet, both alluring and antagonistic, captures the 

brutal conflict between God's gracious offer of covenantal love and the ineradicable human 

inclination to infidelity, with its tragic issue in exiled hopes and disappointed dreams.  The 

Ancient Covenant, with all its vertiginous interplay between beauteous promise and wrenching 

disillusionment, looks forward to a Redeemer, a Messiah, who will bring the dissonant dance 

between the divine and human into harmony.  John the Baptist is the ultimate spokesman for the 

law and prophets as with fiery sermons he calls mankind to repentance before the terrible coming 

of the Christ.   

 

The Baptist's left hand would grasp a platter, and upon the platter would rest a sword, with its 

bloodstained point directed to the bearer's heart.  For John stands at the very end of the long line 

of prophets stretching through the centuries who proclaimed God's Word, the sword of the Spirit, 

to a hardhearted, stiff-necked people, and who received martyrdom for their recompense.  John's 

sanguinary demise at the hands of brutal agents of a corrupt king and conniving queen is the sad, 

familiar outcome when God's inconvenient truth is spoken to the human powers inconvenienced 

by its utterance.  More than that, John's violent death is an eerie foreshadowing of the bloody 

immolation of the Messiah whose way he prepares.   

 

John's right hand would be extended away from himself, pointing to the altar of sacrifice where 

the Christ is made present.  For the Baptist's entire mission--preaching, baptizing, suffering, 

dying--indeed the entirety of his existence from miraculous conception to cruel dissolution, 

points beyond itself to the One who is to come, the One greater than he, the One who must 

increase even as John himself must decrease to the vanishing point of annihilation.   

 

Finally, below the statue would stand the words, in stark bold script:  Behold the Lamb of God.  

It is every martyr's epitaph, if you will.  For the achievement of the saint is to call the observer to 

turn his attention to the Lord, to discover in Jesus the one whose solemn oblation expunges every 

sin and restores the penitent to perfect communion with God.  And so at the very moment of his 

life's extinction the man who came to testify to the light accomplishes the purpose of his 

creation.   

 



The attentive worshiper should recognize the words:  Behold the Lamb of God.  For during the 

Communion Rite this command is repeated at the elevation of the sacred host.  The more devout 

will also note the new translation of this phrase.  By rendering it in the imperative mood 

"Behold", it echoes more closely the original language of John himself.  For at every Mass, the 

faithful are summoned to look carefully at the Lamb of God made present at the altar for our 

redemption, to hold him in mind and heart, that his grace may flood into our souls, washing away 

all guilt and filling us with peace and joy.  May our sharing at this Eucharist inspire penance for 

our sins, increase our faith in Christ, and renew our hope in his glorious return.   


