
4 December 2022 
The Second Sunday of Advent 
Isaiah 11:1-11; Matthew 3:1-12 
 
John the Baptist is clear.  He wants us to all be right with God.  How does that happen?  He sees some 
relying on how they externally identify.  That’s too easy for John. He says, "Do not presume to say to 
yourself, 'Abraham is our father.'"  That is an external thing.  You're not right with God, saved, because 
you're part of a certain family.  You're not saved because you're Jewish or Catholic.  You're not saved 
because you're a priest.  To be right with God, we need to look at our attitudes and actions which show 
us who we really are. In another the Baptist will tell people with two coats to give to one who has none, 
and people with power to stop abusing it over the weak. But turning to God isn’t just about trying 
harder to be good. More primarily, the Good News of Jesus is that the first step is letting God love us. 
This Advent we might call it welcoming the coming mercy. Once that happens, everything changes. 
There's a clue about how we might do this in a story I love to tell every time our first reading comes 
around with Isaiah’s beautiful vision of the wolf being the guest of the lamb and the leopard lying down 
with the kid.    
  
Long ago, in early 13th century Italy, there was a beautiful town in the rolling hills. The people were very 
proud of their town, with its beautiful town square, its market and clean, safe neighborhoods. As was 
the custom of the time, when people from this town traveled from town to town they were distinctive 
uniforms–so that when they approached, people would ask them “Strangers where are you from?” They 
would respond “WE? WE are from GUBBIO!” That is how they said it–proud and defiant–and that is how 
they were. 
  
One night a shadow came out of the woods around Gubbio. It loped through the fields, across the town 
square and into a dark alley, and pounced. The next day a body was found dead–bones broken, clothes 
in shreds. The people were aghast and concluded that it must have been a stranger passing through 
their fair town. Still, they all locked their doors that night–all but one woman, and the next morning her 
body was found–bones broken, clothes in shreds. 
  
The towns people gathered, scared and confused. Who could be doing this? An older woman who had 
been awake late into the night spoke: “I saw it–loping through the alley, lean and dark with shiny white 
teeth–a WOLF!” The men were quick to respond: “We have swords do we not? Let us go kill us a wolf.” 
And the next morning their bodies were found–bones broken, clothes in shreds. 
  
Finally, they took a little girl’s advice and went to the neighboring town of Assisi to look for a Holy Man 
there who was reputed to talk to animals. They found the man–Francis was his name–and told him 
about their problem. “Talk to this wolf,” they told him. “Tell him to keep the commandment ‘Thou Shalt 
not Kill,’ or to at least go to someplace else like Perugia or Spoletto.” Francis said he’d see what he could 
do. 
  
That night Francis walked into the forest surrounding Gubbio in the pitch darkness until he knew the 
wolf was but an arm’s length away. He sat down for an hour and then spoke two words: “Brother Wolf.” 
  
The next day Francis walked into Gubbio and the people mobbed him asking him what happened. “Did 
you tell him to keep to the commandments or go somewhere else?” Francis smiled and said, “Friends, 
the solution to your problem is very simple: you must feed your wolf.” And then he went back to Assisi. 



  
The people did not like that advice–they especially didn’t like the fact that Francis referred to the wolf as 
“theirs.” And at night the shadow came out of woods, across the fields through the town square and 
into a dark alley–and then a door opened and a beam of light shot into the alley. The wolf stared into 
the light and saw an arm emerged and a bowl with food in it. The wolf ate the food and left. The next 
night? Same thing. And it was not long before every woman, man and child had fed the wolf. 
  
Now when they traveled to another town, people would stop and ask them “Strangers where are you 
from?” “We are from Gubbio,” they’d say. “Oh really,” the others would say, mocking. “We understand 
that you have a wolf in Gubbio–is that true?” The people of Gubbio responded, “Yes, we have a 
wolf...and we feed our wolf.” 
 
And you know St. Francis is also given credit for being the first to have a Nativity Scene, and that first 
scene was a live one, with real people and a real baby, and a cow, and a donkey, and, they say, at that 
first nativity, a wolf came to adore the Christ child. 
  
It's always touched me, that story, though I haven't always known what it meant.  I told it to a group 
almost thirty years ago, and one man raised his hand after the telling and said.  "I'm an alcoholic.  I really 
liked that story but I don't get it.  I don't like being an alcoholic.  So, is my alcoholism my wolf?  And, am I 
supposed to feed my alcoholism?  Does that mean drinking?"  Other than saying "No, I don't think it 
means that," I am embarrassed to say I didn't have much to offer.  But his question has haunted me over 
the years, and this is what I would say now:  The wolf in your life is the deep hunger that you think 
alcohol can fill.  It’s the pain that alcohol, or for others, food, or buying stuff or getting someone to 
marry you can relieve you from.  The inner emptiness and pain can seem fierce and demanding and 
unrelenting until you fill it or cover it, but what it really craves is loving attention, mercy.  Don’t be afraid 
of it. Make friends with your emptiness and your pain. Have compassion on those parts of you that 
scare you. Acknowledge your pain and emptiness are part of who you are and let God who made you, 
love it. Then healing can occur.  Feed your wolf, let it come to Christ, who loves every part of you and 
redeems every part of you.  
 
  
 


