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 I have a kind of fascination with St. John the Baptist.  It got started when I spent a 

semester in the Holy Land at a little town called Ein Karem.  Tradition says it was John's 

hometown.  There was a Franciscan convent near our residence.  And in the convent there was a 

chapel.  And inside the chapel hung a painting which depicted the saint holding a platter with his 

own head upon it.  I guess 2 heads really are better than one!  More seriously, I have come to 

find the Baptist one of the most intriguing figures in the Bible.  On this day when we celebrate 

his birth, it is good to see what he can teach us about being faithful disciples in the difficult 

circumstances of today.   

 John the Baptist is interesting for many reasons, but most important for our purposes is 

that he is a herald of repentance who prophesies the advent of a new order, a new stage in God's 

salvific plan.  Specifically, John declares the imminent coming of the Messiah.  And the goal of 

his ministry is to make straight the way for this Christ.  This makes John, in contemporary lingo, 

an agent of change.  That's why there are so many surprises in his biography.  For starters, he is 

born of a woman thought to be sterile.  It's such a shock that his father Zechariah can't believe it, 

and gets punished for his incredulity.  His very name "John" is unheard of in the family tree.  

John is of priestly stock; his father is a priest; indeed, his birth is foretold in the context of the 

sacred liturgy.  But as an adult, John has nothing to do with the Temple priesthood; in fact, he 

denounces the Temple representatives as a brood of vipers.  John's mission is to effect change, 

specifically, to move folks to repent so that they are ready to meet the Lord.  Even John himself 

got surprised.  For after he had pointed out Jesus as the Lamb of God, he came to question 

whether he really was the Christ after all; as he said to Jesus--are you he who is to come, or are 

we to look for another?   

 John the Baptist was a prophet; by the Lord's estimation, more than a prophet.  For John 

was God's instrument who created the conditions that made people ready to receive Jesus. 

Through his words, his baptisms, his suffering and death, John changed the world.  More 

precisely, he got people ready to accept Jesus of Nazareth as God's Anointed.  This is what 

prophets do:  enlightened by the Holy Spirit, prophets see with keener vision both the way things 

are and the way they ought to be; they discern with greater sensitivity the gap between God's 

holy will and the sinful status quo and call God's people to account; prophets help us, often w/ 

pointed prodding, to get reconciled to the Lord.   

 The Church is heir to the prophetic tradition which culminated in John.  She is an agent 

of transformation in the world.  Hence the dynamic metaphors for her that mark the Lord's 

parables:  the Church is to be salt of the earth that gives zest to human existence; she is light for 

the world that scatters the shadows of falsehood, shows the true colors of terrestrial realities, and 

illumines the path that leads to salvation;  she is leaven that wonderfully enriches the constitution 

of the human condition.   

 Prophets are often unwelcome, for their message of reform often implies that their 

hearers are less than they ought to be, that there is need for repentance and conversion.  Hence 



John the Baptist was imprisoned and executed for rebuking a king and queen about their 

violation of the 6th commandment; ours is not the first generation to resist God's teachings about 

sexual morality.  So it should not amaze us that the Catholic Church finds herself unpopular 

upon occasion.  It is in this light that we should understand the current quandary of the Church in 

the USA over the contraceptive mandate proposed by the federal government.  For the Church 

has another overriding mandate from her founder to transform the world, to be a light for the 

nations, to echo Christ's call to repent and believe the gospel.  This commission demands that we 

go forth from our house of worship and bring this gospel to the world and reshape it into a place 

where God's will is done, that is, a place where justice and peace are present, where the dignity 

of human life is protected, and where the authentic meaning of marriage is preserved.  This 

engagement with the world outside the temple walls is what the Church has done for centuries by 

feeding the hungry in soup kitchens, caring for the sick in hospitals, and educating the young in 

universities.  Honesty and integrity require that we be faithful to the gospel we profess in 

executing our mission.  But this right to be true to our own identity is precisely what is being 

threatened by the contraceptive mandate.  The government is attempting to make Catholic 

apostolates--hospitals, universities, social assistance agencies, any entity which employs and 

serves non-Catholics-- provide coverage for contraceptives, including some which have 

abortifacient effects.  Catholic employers risk being compelled to provide access to 

contraceptives, either directly in their own insurance plans or by paying other insurers who do 

provide this same coverage.  In effect, the state is trying to force the Church to lock the gospel up 

in the sacristy if she wishes to minister in the outside world, or as one of our leaders aptly 

quipped, we are being told to find a way to violate our own conscience.   

 The lesson that John the Baptist teaches is that fidelity to the gospel may exact a dear 

price from disciples.  So the suffering we are enduring for resisting this encroachment of Uncle 

Sam upon God's domain is part and parcel of the prophetic office.  The good news is that we are 

in good company, namely, that of Jesus and John and all the saints, the best company of all.  

Let's pray that the Spirit which emboldened the Baptist to proclaim God's word fearlessly will fill 

the hearts of our bishops and all the faithful, that we too may give courageous and cogent 

testimony to the gospel.  Let us also pray for our nation, that she may remain true to her own 

noble tradition of respecting the religious liberty of her citizens and thereby allow the gospel to 

enrich our society.  May God bless our Church, and may God bless America!   

 


