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   During WW II, one of the elite units were the paratroopers – the airborne.  They 

usually parachuted into their next assignment.  That jump could not have been made if not 

for a smaller unit of specialists who preceded the paratroops and jumped in several hours 

ahead of the main body.  This small unit was called the Pathfinders.  Their job was to go 

ahead of the paratroops and mark the planned drop zones with markers and beacons.   

 In today’s Gospel, we are re-introduced to a familiar yet strange figure; a man who 

was perhaps the greatest “pathfinder” of all time – John the Baptist.  Today’s reading sets us 

at the beginning of John’s ministry, when he was in the desert and the Word of God came to 

him.  John is said to be the last of the prophets from Scripture, but who was he?  Why was 

he in the desert?  Why did he seem to act so strangely?   

 Well, there’s much we’ll  probably never know about John’s personal life, like many 

other Scripture figures.  But that’s not really what’s important about John the Baptist.  John 

is important not for his speech, his dress or where he lived; he is important because he 

points the way to the Savior of humanity.  And the reason he did so was not because 

without him no one would have heard of Jesus; it was because his actions are to serve as a 

model for all Christians.  

 How can a man who seems so different from us be a model?  What is the path that he 

points to?  John can serve as a model for all of us as we continue to prepare for the birth of 

Jesus, and he does this in three ways. 

 First, John models relationships for us.  At first glance, this might sound a bit strange, 

because basically, he was a hermit.  But the relationship he shows us, the path he points to 

is one of self-effacement, of true humility.  For John, it was never about him – it was about 

helping others go closer to God.  John showed this by not building up his following or 

claiming to be the Messiah.  In fact, when asked if he was the one the people were waiting 

for, instead of claiming this title, he simply stated that he was not worthy to unfasten the 

sandal strap of the true Christ. 

 John the Baptist shows us that by surrendering our lives to God, by making God the 

foundation of our lives, we will have peace – a peace that can be shared with others.  Living 

out our lives in each grace-filled moment God gives us, will change us and the people we 

live and work with.  After all, who do we believe is coming into the world?  Was John 
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pointing to a celebrity or a powerful executive?  No – he was pointing to the one who was 

forgiveness, compassion and  service.  Those are the hallmarks of authentic relationship; 

hallmarks we need to keep in view as we move through the hectic days of this season. 

 Human relationship is about sharing.  This Advent, like past Advents, we are all 

called to share a part of ourselves with others, to give away a part of our lives to someone 

who needs us.  This might involve a gift of our time or our support; it might involve asking 

someone who has been away from church to return, or, it could involve healing old family 

hurts.  

 John the Baptist’s connection with Jesus was more than a family connection.  He was 

a bridge to the Lord, a path over which we can pass to get to Jesus.  And the method for 

crossing, for coming closer to the Lord, begins with the second element of John’s modeling 

for us, that of repentance.       

 The Gospel tells us that John preached a baptism of repentance for the forgiveness of 

sins.  The repentance John had in mind was not so much being sorry for particular sins, as it 

was  about a conversion – a transformation from our old life of worry, wins and losses, to a 

new life of dependence upon God’s loving care for us.    

 Another clue to the kind of repentance John was preaching can be found in the place 

he was when the Word of God came to him—he had gone into the desert.  The desert is a 

metaphor for being alone with God, for emptying ourselves. John wasn’t in the desert 

because he enjoyed sleeping under sagebrush and stones; he was there because he was 

searching for God.   

 Our desert is the quiet place in our lives where we encounter God.   We go into the 

desert when we set aside our need to control, or to be right, or to keep a tight grasp on our  

possessions.   We ourselves must take the first step to go into our desert, to reach out to 

God, to trust in God.  When we do that in prayer, or worshipping God in church or 

receiving the sacraments, we will see mountains brought low, valleys filled and winding 

paths made straight.  For many of us, it is hard to believe in God’s power to work in us until 

we get ourselves out of the way.  Once we experience this, we will know the power of 

repentance John was talking about. 
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 The third element John the Baptist models for us this Advent season is revealing God 

to a waiting world.  John pointed to Jesus and said: Behold the Lamb of God.  We might ask – 

how can we reveal God – we have no special training, no fine words to convince non-

believers – how are we to reveal who God is, as John did?  Those who believe they are the 

cause of their own position, their wealth or their esteem will not be able to accomplish this.  

As Luke pointed out in the beginning of today’s Gospel, seven of the high and the mighty of 

ancient Palestine missed it altogether. 

 The greatest power the average person has – is the power to reveal God to other 

people.  Today, God is revealed to a cynical and weary world not by argument and rhetoric, 

not by fancy decorations or the exchange of gifts at Christmas, but through lowly 

instruments such as Mary, John the Baptist and, yes, each one of us.  We can be the “lamb” 

in the Nativity scene when we gently forgive someone who has hurt us.  We can be the 

“shepherds” when we lead someone back to goodness by our example.  We can be the 

“star” when we smile at or affirm another person.  We can reveal God when we are 

vulnerable, peaceable and grateful for what God has given us.  Then people will see and 

wonder, who began this good work in us?  Who, indeed? 

 Like John the Baptist, we can be pathfinders.  This doesn’t necessarily mean we know 

where our own path is leading us, but it does mean our words and deeds can point the way 

for others.  During this holy season, as we long for Christ to come into our world, let us find 

some time to build relationships, to repent and seek forgiveness and to reveal God to a needy 

and hopeful world.  Then perhaps in the coming year, someone can reflect on our presence 

in their life by saying: 

 I saw God today – in your smile.  I was in God's presence today – when we sat together in silence.  I felt God today -- in your embrace. I heard God today – when you said – “ I love you".   May the prayers of St. John the Baptist, the Pathfinder of God, give us the courage to reveal God to those we meet. 


