A Sermon for the Feast of John the Baptist

Today we celebrate the birth of John the Baptist. John the Baptist is revered as a prophet, which
earned him the title of the Great Forerunner. He suffered for his faith, and his determination to speak
truth to power, but that is looking far down the course of his life.

The Gospel passage begins with the birth of John the Baptist. Earlier in the Gospel his mother Elizabeth
greeted the pregnant Mary with joy, and the unborn John leapt in her womb at the sound of Mary’s
voice. John can be claimed to be prophetic even in utero, pointing us to Christ even before he or Christ
is born! John embodies the words of the Prophet Isaiah, who declared: “The Lord called me before |
was born, while | was in my mother’s womb he named me.” And there is something remarkable and
beautiful in thinking that even the voice of Mary contains a glimpse of the power within her. She, as
the God-bearer, is to be celebrated, as is the child she will bring to birth.

The original Hebrew name for John is Yochanan, which translates to “God is gracious” or “Yahweh is
gracious”. The Angel tells Zechariah to name his son John, which makes sense as both a message to
Zechariah and his wife Elizabeth, but also to the world. Elizabeth directly expresses her belief in God’s
grace and goodness when she says, during her pregnancy: “This is what the Lord has done for me in
this time, when he looked favourably on me and took away the disgrace | have endured among my
people”.

Elizabeth delivers her long-awaited child, and her neighbours and relatives rejoice with her. This was an
unexpected pregnancy, given Elizabeth’s age, but it is a welcome one. This child would be loved, and
appreciated as a gift from God. When it comes time to formally name the child, as would be done
according to Jewish custom, things get interesting. The gathered friends and neighbours and family
members assume he will be named Zechariah, but they’re wrong. Elizabeth explains his name is John.
Her relatives and neighbours wonder where the name comes from, and turn to his father for
clarification.

With the words “his name is John”, it is firmly decided, and something extraordinary happens.
Zechariah, who had been mute since he laughed in response to the Angel’s news that his wife would
bear a child, speaks once more, and praises God.

The neighbours and friends are stunned, and they speak widely about everything that happened. They
are led to wonder what this child will become, and what he will be when he grows. They can see that
“the hand of the Lord was with him”. They know that this is no ordinary child — he will be one to watch.

The passage from the Acts of the Apostles reminds us of John’s words as a Prophet, and his life as a
messenger of God. John proclaimed repentance, a returning to God and seeking God’s love and
compassion. He baptised people to symbolise their repentance and cleansing from sin, and their faith
in God. But John was also certain that he was not the long-anticipated Saviour, and said so clearly
whenever he was asked. He says that the Saviour is yet to come, and in humility, he says that he is ‘not
worthy to untie the thong of the sandals on his feet’.



John represents someone who is deeply faithful, proclaiming the good news and the message with
which he was entrusted, and also humble. He does not seek adulation and praise, but consistently
points the way to Christ.

One question you might ask yourself whenever we celebrate a Saint or a Prophet is this: What am | to
learn from them? How might their life teach me something here and now, all these millennia later?

In certain lights, the prophets were somewhat strange people whose lives were rather unconventional.
John is described as living in the wilderness, wearing clothing woven from camel’s hair, and eating
locusts and wild honey ... So what might he teach us?

First, look to Christ yourself. When we keep focussed on what is Godly, when we to look to the wisdom
of God, we are grounded in our faith, and in our living, and are able to act in ways which not only allow
us to become all that we may be, but also encourages those around us.

Second, guide others to Christ, as gently as you may. John spoke of Jesus as the Saviour, and told
people to prepare for his coming and to look and listen to him. We can do the same. We can, through
our own words and actions, share the good news of Christ with others, and allow them to see what we
have seen in him: a person of hope, of love, of compassion, and of grace.

Third, be a person of integrity. John did not flinch from speaking truth to power, even at the cost of his
freedom and ultimately his life. We too should seek to be people of such integrity, even when it is not
easy. It takes courage, but when we look to Christ, his courage can be our inspiration and our example.

John spoke out against King Herod, calling him to account for his behaviour. He did so because he saw
things that outraged him, and was witness to injustices. Jesus too railed against the authorities in his
public ministry. We all have things that we want to, or should want to, cry out about just as John did. To
my mind, we are facing more of them, day by day, in our current global circumstance, both close to
home and further afield.

John the Baptist should stand as someone who encourages us to do something about the things that
outrage us. To use our voices for just causes, and to speak for those who have no voice, or are too
often spoken over. When we have the privilege of a voice, we have the responsibility to use it well.

So as we celebrate John the Baptist, we celebrate someone whose life spoke boldly of God’s presence
with us, God'’s love for us, and the salvation which would come in the incarnation of Christ. May ours
also do so, when all is said and done.
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