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ISAIAH 11:1-10 , ROMANS 15:4-9 MATTHEW 3:1-12  
 
Homilies are vehicles for breaking open the Word of God.  First read the Sunday 
readings at http://www.usccb.org/bible/readings/120813.cfm 
 
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. 
 
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. 
 
These are the scary verses that grabbed my attention.   
I’m sure that was John’s express purpose.   
I don’t want to be felled by an ax and thrown into a fire.   
I don’t want a winnowing fan taken to me.   
 
A winnowing fan is used to pound and separate the chaff and the wheat.  
After pounding and separating all of it is tossed into the air.   
The lighter chaff is carried off with the wind while the valued wheat falls 
and remains on the threshing floor to be gathered.   
But if being blown away isn’t enough somebody is going to burn it up.  
 
I don’t want to have anything to do with axes and beatings and burnings or 
anything else these metaphors suggest. 
 
These phrases are meant to get my attention, to shake me up out of my 
self-delusions.   
My self-delusions.   
Isn’t it true that we judge others by their actions and ourselves by our 
intentions?   
Where has my complacency taken me… closer or further away from Jesus? 
 
But God’s revelation isn’t just about threats and “You better watch out.”  
God offers hope and fulfillment.   

 
 But a shoot shall sprout from the stump of Jesse, 

 and from his roots a bud shall blossom. 
 
The Hebrew people had been vanquished and dispersed.   
Yet out of this stump, hope would grow and blossom.   
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 The calf and the young lion shall browse together, 
 with a little child to guide them. 
 
 The baby shall play by the viper’s den, 
 and the child lay his hand on the adder’s lair. 
 
 They shall not harm or destroy on all my holy mountain; 
 for the earth shall be filled with knowledge of the LORD, 

         as water covers the sea. 
 
This is the vision of fulfillment that is offered us.   
 
This is the vision that John calls us to prepare for.   
But preparation involves opening our hearts.   
It involves shedding ourselves of our self-deceptions.  It involves a confession 
of our sins and waywardness.   
It involves a repentance of changing our minds and behavior.   
 
We sometimes scare ourselves with our own sins.   
We vow to reject and to do everything in our will power to not repeat.   
I don’t know how many times my spiritual director has heard me recite the 
same  confession about what I place in between my Lord and me.   
 
While it does involve the will, our future success involves conversion.   
It means allowing God to transform me with his grace so that I am not 
orientated away from him, but towards him,  
not so much relying on my power of will, but God’s power of grace.   
 
It is about my receiving Jesus into my being.   
We do that every time we come to communion.   
We enter into Jesus paschal mystery, his life, passion, death and resurrection.  
In different ways, we enter into Jesus’ paschal mystery through all the 
sacraments.   
We honor his presence at Mass in the Word, in the Eucharist, in the priest and 
in those around us.  We can allow Jesus to convert our hearts.   
It is that conversion of heart that bears good fruit. 
 
We receive…we receive undeserved, but freely offered gift.   
The gift earned by Jesus’ sacrifice on the cross.  It is that gift we prepare for 
during this Advent season.   
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We prepare to celebrate the Nativity of our Lord.   
We prepare for his second coming.   
And we prepare for his entry into our heart, a heart purged of self-deception. 
 
Advent is the season for preparing for gift.   
Our culture has picked that up.   
We have Black Friday and Cyber Monday.   
Families are sending emails about wish lists.   
People contribute to charities in record amounts.   
It is about extravagance of generosity.   
 
It’s founded in our stories, religious and secular.   
We have the Three Magi.   
I remember the televised opera, Amahl and the Night Visitors.   
We have Santa Claus and the Little Drummer Boy.   
All point to the greatest gift of all, the gift of self. 
 
But before we can give ourselves, we need first to receive.   
There is nothing you have to share that wasn’t first given to you…ultimately 
by God.   
There is nothing that has been given you that you aren’t called to share. 
 
Our culture teaches us humility.   
Even though we see in the media great displays of self-centeredness, I have 
found that most of the people I know carry around their mothers in their back 
pockets to remind them to not brag and not to toot their own horn.   
 
While honorable, I find that in this search of humility we may tend to 
understate or undervalue that which we were given. 
 
How can you share well if you do not have an appreciation of what you have 
been given, of what talents you have been imbued? 
 
A self-search of your gifts gives rise to gratitude not ego.   
You did not create your particular nature.   
It was given you… given to you to share for the benefit of others. 
 
So, in this season of gift sharing, I ask you first to spend some time with God 
and peer deeply into your soul for how God has gifted you.   
 
In gratitude, pass on the favor in the name of the Son, for whom we await.  


