
3rd Sunday of Advent – Year B 

Most probably all of us have that one relative within our extended family, who just 

doesn’t fit. You know the one who turns up to a wedding in an ill-fitting suit, with 

unmatched garish colours; when he/she enters the dancefloor then there is a 

danger of casualties; the one who usually manages to say the wrong thing at 

funerals; or finds it difficult to keep down a steady job. Well, John the Baptist was 

that relative – the cousin of Jesus - for whom the family of Joseph and Mary 

probably had no small amount of embarrassment. 

As an adult, it is likely that John did not live at home, but in a strict – a very strict – 

religious order of the Essenes. It was a society of men who retreated from normal 

family life, and who spent their time living in caves in the inhospitable Qumran 

region of the Israeli desert, close to the bank of the Dead Sea. They spent much of 

their time preserving and writing scrolls of Sacred Scripture, and writing 

commentaries so they may be understood. We know also that they had a rich 

liturgical life of worship. The witness of St John-the-Baptist is seen in the Jordan 

valley, calling people to repentance – as we heard last Sunday. 

However, instead of being embarrassed, the people in today’s Gospel are fascinated 

by this strange figure: they are “filled with expectation.” They believe John the 

Baptist might be the Messiah they’ve been waiting for, but he denies it. Instead he 

promises that one shall come, who is a very different order than himself. 

In responding to his preaching – this call to a change of heart - three times we hear 

their question: “What then should we do?” 

Firstly, the people as a body are called to be generous: to share their clothing and 

food with those who have none. 



Secondly, the tax-collectors are told to take no more than they are due, knowing that 

they regularly took more than was required. 

Thirdly, the soldiers – and we assume they are Roman soldiers – are told to avoid 

intimidation and extortion, and to be content with their pay. 

All those who hear John the Baptist are called to exercise the virtue of Justice – to 

give to each what is theirs by right; and not to take any more from them than is 

required. 

Advent is a time for ‘turning around’: that is the meaning of ‘repentance’. This 

“turning” is more than an ‘attitude adjustment’: it means a radical life change. It 

requires “good fruits as evidence of your repentance” (Luke 3:8). That is why John 

tells the crowds, soldiers, and tax collectors they must prove their faith through 

works of charity, honesty, and social justice. Their generosity and virtue arise out of 

the call to repent: it is a virtue arising out of this change of life. 

In today’s liturgy, each of us is being called to stand in that crowd and hear the 

“good news” of John’s call to repentance. We should examine our lives, asking from 

our hearts as they did: “What should we do?” Our repentance should spring not 

from our fear of coming wrath (Luke 3:7–9), but from a joyful sense of the nearness 

of our saving God. Today’s mass begins with the imperative instruction: “Rejoice in 

the Lord always; again, I say, rejoice”. To turn back to God is not to cower or fawn 

like a slave, awaiting retribution. It is to return to the source of our life and salvation, 

and when we return then, in the words of the prophet Zephaniah, 

 “He will exult with joy over you, he will renew you by his love; 

 He will dance with shouts of joy for you, as on a day of festival”. 


