
Homily for Advent III

What went ye out into the wilderness to see?  A reed, shaken with the wind?  But what went ye
out for to see?  A man clothed in soft raiment?  Behold, they that wear soft clothing are in king’s

houses.  But what went ye out for to see?  A prophet?  Yea, I say unto you, and more than a
prophet.

+  Some years back a Roman priest wrote a novel called Joshua.  In full disclosure, I’ve 

never read the book, but only heard it discussed.  Its interesting conceit was to pose the question: 

what would it be like if Jesus returned to live in a present-day American small town?  Virtually 

all that I recall of this book was an amusing episode in the narrative, in which Joshua the 

carpenter (Jesus incognito) is commissioned to carve two wooden statues for two local churches. 

When these statues are revealed, neither congregation is pleased, for the work has obviously 

been performed as a slightly humorous rebuke.  For the Baptist church, he provides a statue of 

St. Peter, fully vested in episcopal attire, clasping to his chest the traditional set of keys, a 

symbol of that authority which Christ has vested in His Church through the apostolic ministry.  

For the Catholic parish, on the other hand, he carves out a figure of St. John the Baptist, a wild 

man of the desert, dressed in camel’s hair and with a leather belt around his waist.  The point is 

clear:  you must have both.  The blending of these two truths—the Fast of the Prophet and the 

Feast of the Priest—is what is on display for us on “Rose Sunday,” this third Sunday in Advent, 

itself a blend between the white of feasting and the purple (or in our case, blue) of fasting.

But it is more difficult than it first appears to keep these two truths—for the moment, call 

them the truths of St. Peter and St. John—in appropriate tension.  People tend (and if we are 

honest with ourselves, we also tend) to discard the divine paradoxes when they don’t suit.  Jesus 

noted this same frustrating feature in the Jewish people to whom He ministered, also with respect

to the person of his cousin, the baptizer and prophet of the wilderness beyond Jordan.  “To what 

will I liken this generation?” He asks.  “For John the Baptist came neither eating bread nor 



drinking wine; and ye say, He hath a devil.  The Son of Man is come eating and drinking; and ye 

say, Behold a gluttonous man, and a winebibber, a friend of publicans and sinners!  But wisdom 

is justified of all her children.”

We see this same attitude work itself out today, both within and without the church.  

Consider the young man at university, who rejects the Christian religion by charging it for its 

weakness.  “It turns people into sheep,” he’ll say.  It’s moral precepts are the refuge of weak and 

cowardly people who are unable to enter joyfully into what he calls the real adventure and 

pursuits of life—by which he means the unfettered pursuit of his own pleasures—and are out to 

spoil the game for everyone else.  It’s all wish-fulfillment and make-believe, what Marx called 

the “opiate of the masses,” and what Nietzsche called “slave morality.”  But thirty years later, 

and now serving on the faculty, the same man will now reproach Christianity for turning people 

into wolves.  Apparently, the Church is the mother of all wars, the intolerant and patriarchal 

oppressor of mankind, not a refuge for the weak-minded but an engine of vicious intolerance.

And the same thing goes on, even among those who claim the name of Christ.  Mercy 

and Truth are met together, writes the psalmist, Righteousness and Peace have kissed each 

other, but, honestly, one prefers the one or the other.  There are many who have sanded down or 

shaved off Truth and Righteousness, in the name of creating an evolved or improved Church of 

Mercy and Peace.  Likewise—and this is the charge often thrown at orthodox Christians—there 

are those who would rather not be bothered with the Mercy and Peace, who want a religion best 

suited for knocking other people about the head.

As Catholic Christians, we are to insist rather on both things.  We are both to Feast and to

Fast.  I say all this to stave off possible misunderstanding.  It’s always a bit funny for me, when I 

preach on these texts, especially the part about men clothed in soft raiment, given the Eucharistic



attire of the priest.  My only defense is that we are in a king’s house, after all—that’s what the 

word “Church” originally means.  It should be obvious from our Anglican worship that we are a 

Feasting people.  Perhaps it is more than fitting, on this 3rd Sunday in Advent, as the world ramps

up its holiday mania and the umpteenth airing of Mariah Carey’s All I want for Christmas is You 

threatens to suck the last drop of the soul—even as we have increased the beauty of this temple 

for God’s worship in expectation of a glorious Feast—perhaps it is fitting that the lectionary 

slaps us a little.  Remember the Fast of our Lord’s Advent.  Remember the Prophet of the 

Wilderness, preparing the way of the Lord, making straight in the desert a highway for our God.

Last week we celebrated the gift of God’s Holy Word, and today He would have us 

remember the sorts of messengers who are to proclaim it.  For the Church is God’s prophet to 

proclaim the Second Advent of Christ, as St. John was the prophet of His First.  As John was 

sent, so we also are sent.  What is a prophet then?  St. John was the son of a priest, entitled to 

follow in his father Zachariah’s footsteps, but he chose a life of withdrawal, turning himself into 

a walking sign of contradiction and reproach.  In his dress, he consciously imitated Elijah the 

Tishbite, that lone and embattled messenger of God who had faithfully stood against Ahab and 

Jezebel, the ancient king and queen of Israel who had murdered the worshippers of God and 

introduced sin and perversion in their place.  Men like these are not popular.  At one point, 

famously, Elijah bitterly complained to God during his own exile in the wilderness: “It is 

enough, O Lord, take away my life.  I have been very zealous for you; but the children of Israel 

have forsaken your covenant, thrown down your altars, and slain your prophets, and I, even I 

alone, am left.”  One could easily define the prophet this way:  He who is content to have no 

other friend than God.



John also took up his dwelling in the wilderness beyond the Jordan.  In the Holy 

Scriptures, the wilderness—what is called in Hebrew the Negev—this is the training-ground and 

school of God’s people.  It is the Fast which must be performed before the Feast, where the Law 

must be received before the Tabernacle can be built, where the people must travel, before they 

can cross into the Promised Land.  In a symbol, the Negev stands for what our prayerbook calls 

“this transitory life,” that life through which we journey, and which itself is passing away.  It is 

both an awareness that this life is a pilgrimage toward God, and also a reliance on his providence

and support.  The prophet is also a dweller in the wilderness.

If Christ’s church will continue to exercise the prophetic office with which He has 

charged it, if we will, in the words of our collect this week, turn the hearts of the disobedient to 

the wisdom of the just, then we will have to imitate St. John, the forerunner and prophet of 

Christ’s coming.  The gospel of righteousness and peace, given to us in the Holy Scriptures, will 

not and cannot be rightly attended if it does not proceed from the mouth of a recognizable 

prophet.  We must demonstrate, in our speech and action, that we are a people singularly devoted

to God—content, if necessary, with none but His friendship.  May we be able truly to say, with 

St. Paul, that we rely not on man’s judgment, or even our own, but on the judgment of God.  

Also, our lives must show forth our reliance on Him, and must give evidence that we are a 

people moving through this wilderness on a journey to eternal life.

Unfortunately, this means that we may not, after all, turn out to be what the world calls 

“respectable people.”  The Baptist was certainly not.  Neither was His Master.  It is difficult for 

us who have grown up in the faith, and at a time when Christianity was acceptable and, to a 

degree respectable, fully to embrace our position as prophets, as signs of contradiction.  It’s a bit 

uncomfortable to find that what we thought were soft clothes have become shirts of camel’s hair.



But there is reason to rejoice, and it’s in rejoicing that I want to close.  Just as there is, in the 

joyous act of Christian Feasting, always a note of gravity and solemnity, so there is also, even in 

our Fasting, an enduring brightness and joy. We reject the judgment of man and cling to that of 

God not out of bitterness or hatred, but in the knowledge that our Father desires to receive us 

with blessing, to strengthen, save, and heal.  We treat this transitory life as a wilderness, because 

we know that we travel through on a Road—by the Way of Christ Himself—that leads to a land 

and life of eternal gladness.

So let us embrace, as ministers and stewards of the mysteries of God, and embrace with 

joy, the difficult work of our prophetic office.  “Blessed is He,” Jesus says to the crowds, “who 

shall not be offended in Me.”  Let us unashamedly, and with rejoicing, continue to keep this 

Holy Advent Fast until the coming of the Lord, that we may be found an acceptable people.  + 

Amen.


