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Readings: Isaiah 40:1-11, Psalm 119:161-168, Acts 13:16-25,  

Luke 1:57-66, 80 

 

Feast of the Nativity of St John the Baptist 
Jesus called John the greatest of all those who had preceded him: “I tell you, among those born 
of women, no one is greater than John….” But John would have agreed completely with what 
Jesus added: “[Y]et the least in the kingdom of God is greater than he” (Luke 7:28). 
John spent his time in the desert, an ascetic. He began to announce the coming of the Kingdom, 
and to call everyone to a fundamental reformation of life. His purpose was to prepare the way for 
Jesus. His baptism, he said, was for repentance. But one would come who would baptize with the 
Holy Spirit and fire. John was not worthy even to untie his sandals. His attitude toward Jesus was: 
“He must increase; I must decrease” (John 3:30). 
John was humbled to find among the crowd of sinners who came to be baptized the one whom 
he already knew to be the Messiah. “I need to be baptized by you” (Matthew 3:14b). But Jesus 
insisted, “Allow it now, for thus it is fitting for us to fulfil all righteousness” (Matthew 3:15b). 
Jesus, true and humble human as well as eternal God, was eager to do what was required of any 
good Jew. Jesus thus publicly entered the community of those awaiting the Messiah. But making 
himself part of that community, he made it truly messianic. 
The greatness of John, his pivotal place in the history of salvation, is seen in the great emphasis 
Luke gives to the announcement of his birth and the event itself—both made prominently 
parallel to the same occurrences in the life of Jesus. John attracted countless people to the banks 
of the Jordan, and it occurred to some people that he might be the Messiah. But he constantly 
deferred to Jesus, even to sending away some of his followers to become the first disciples of 
Jesus. 
Perhaps John’s idea of the coming of the Kingdom of God was not being perfectly fulfilled in the 
public ministry of Jesus. For whatever reason, when he was in prison he sent his disciples to ask 
Jesus if he was the Messiah. Jesus’ answer showed that the Messiah was to be a figure like that 
of the Suffering Servant in Isaiah. John himself would share in the pattern of messianic suffering, 
losing his life to the revenge of Herodias. 

From Franciscan Media 
 

In chapters 1 and 2 of John’s Gospel, Luke describes the announcement of the birth of two little 
ones, John and Jesus, who will occupy a very important place in the realization of God’s plan. 

What God begins in the Old Testament starts to be realized through them. This is why, in these 
two chapters, Luke presents many facts and people of the Old Testament and succeeds in 

imitating the style of the Old Testament. This is in order to show that with the birth of these two 
little boys history makes a 180 degree turn. The time of the fulfilment of the promises of God 

begins through John and Jesus, with the collaboration of their parents, Elizabeth and Zechariah, 
and Mary and Joseph. 

 
Like so many women of the Old Testament, Elizabeth was barren. Just as God had pity on Sarah 

(Gn 16: 1; 17: 17; 18: 12), on Rachel (Gen 29: 31) and on Anna (1Sam 1: 2, 6, 11) transforming the 



sterility into fecundity, he also had pity on Elizabeth and she conceived a son. Elizabeth hid 
herself for five months. When, after the five months, people could see in Elizabeth’s body God’s 

goodness toward her, all rejoiced with her. This community, in which all got involved in the life of 
others, both in joy as in sorrow, is the environment in which John and Jesus were born, grew and 
received their formation. Such an environment marks the personality of a person for their whole 
life. It is precisely this community environment that we lack most today. The involvement of the 
community in the life of the family of Zechariah, Elizabeth and John is such that the relatives and 
neighbours even want to interfere in the choice of the name for the child. They want to give the 

child the name of his father, Zechariah. Zechariah means “God has remembered.”  
 

Recalling the announcement of the name made by the angel to Zechariah (Lk 1: 13), Elizabeth 
says, "No! He will be called John”. In a very small place such as Ain Karem, in Judah, the social 
control was very strong. When a person departs from the normal custom of the place, there is 
criticism.  Elizabeth does not follow the custom of the place and chooses a name outside the 

normal models. This is why the relatives and neighbours complain, saying, “No one in your family 
has that name!” The relatives do not easily give in and make signs to the father to know from him 

what name he wants for his son. Zechariah asks for a writing tablet and writes, “His name is 
John”. All remained astonished because they must have perceived something of the mystery of 
God which surrounded the birth of the little child. And this perception which people have of the 

mystery of God, present in the common facts of life, Luke wants to communicate to us his 
readers also. 

 
“What will this child turn out to be?” they wondered. And indeed the hand of the Lord was with 

him. The way in which Luke describes the facts recalls the circumstances of the birth of the 
people in the Old Testament who had an important role in the realization of God’s plan and 

whose childhood seemed to be marked by the privileged destiny which they would have: Moses 
(Ex 2: 1-10), Samson (Judg 13:1-4 and 13:24-25), and Samuel (1Sam 1:13-28 and 2:11). 

 
So in the story of the birth of John comes a few lessons for us today: 

1) How involve are our communities in the lives of its people? 
2) Do we still perceive the mystery of God that surrounds us daily? 

3) Have we realized our privileged destiny in the realization of God’s plan unfolding 
through us? 

 

 


