Birth of John the Baptist (B)


06/24/2018

‘God is gracious.’  This is the meaning of the name: John.  The story that the Gospel writer, Luke, tells us concerning the birth of John the Baptist certainly encompasses ‘God is gracious.’
We have some information (though not very much) concerning the Baptist apart from Luke’s stories.  There is evidence, for example, that John is part of the Essenes, a minor group in Judaism that live an ascetic way of life (fasting, praying, and living as a celibate).  There is also some evidence that Jesus is influenced by the Essenes, and this could be the connection that brings him and John together in the Gospels.

They (John and Jesus) diverge, however, when Jesus moves from focusing only on judgment, comparison, and a binary (either/or) approach to life, and begins to live and proclaim a paradoxical and an all-inclusive way of life.  The message of the Baptist can be likened to the need for discipline, order, and self-sacrifice that are necessary components when we focus upon success and climbing the ladder.  The message of Jesus can be likened to life situations happening in which the approaches used by the Baptist stop working, and a new approach is needed.

An event happens that we can’t fit into our familiar approach to life.  Someone, for example, who we feel merits good things from God, experiences hardship and pain.  The story of Job comes to mind.

Job does everything expected by God – according to Deuteronomy – and clearly merits a reward.  He (Job), instead, experiences pain and suffering.  His accepted way of approaching life stops working for him, and he painfully – and angrily – questions.  He never receives answers to his questions.  He does – somehow – come to know that God is with him which results in greater openness.

John the Baptist (and the Essenes) offers Jesus (most probably) a structured first half of life.  Building on that foundation, Jesus (when this way of life stops working for him) discovers an openness expressed in the experience: ‘You are my beloved, in whom I am well pleased.’
The Baptist, then, can be likened to the Church: it (the Church) is often very good at providing us a solid foundation based upon discipline and sacrifice.  The Church, however, isn’t very good at teaching us how to live with paradox.  It isn’t very good at teaching us to remain open when our way of life stops working for us.  It, instead, often becomes like the friends of Job who defend the way of life that has stopped working for Job (but continues to work for them); and accuse him of blaspheme and living a lie.

Jesus accepts us as we are and invites us to see and recognize what God is doing.  He invites us to take courage when our way of life stops working and to remain open (as best we can).  We have no guarantees and we know that God relationally interacts with us… even when we stop feeling God… because ‘God is gracious.’
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