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One of the grandmothers in our parish was explaining to her grandchildren, three-year old Christopher and five-year old Katie, how people had a Christian name and a surname, and how married women had another surname before they were married. Her maiden name was Ollerton, and became Kenyon. 

“I know Jesus’ second name” piped up little Christopher. Grandma was very impressed, and said to Christopher, “Now you tell us what Jesus’ surname is.” It’s “Marsden” said Christopher. 


“No, that’s Fr Marsden’s name, that’s not Jesus’ second name,” said Marie Kenyon kindly.  

“See, I told you,” Katie eagerly corrected her little brother, “it’s not Jesus Marsden, it’s Jesus Christ Marsden.”

There is such a thing as mistaking the messenger for the message, or indeed shooting the messenger on account of the message. By now, I sincerely hope, Katie and Christopher will have stopped confusing their parish priest with Jesus. It certainly gives another meaning to the phrase “alter Christus.” 

St John the Baptist surely felt embarrassment too at being taken for the Messiah: “I baptise you with water, but someone is coming, someone who is more powerful than I am, and I am not fit to undo the strap of his sandals; he will baptise you with the Holy Spirit and with fire….”


He was the forerunner of Christ, the hinge between the Old and New Testaments. Last of the long line of Jewish prophets, he opens the door upon the coming of the Messiah and the fulfilment of the ancient hopes and yearnings. 

In Greek icons he is always called “o Prodromos,” the Forerunner, rendered in Latin as the Precursor, though that evokes chemical processes. His name in Hebrew Jehohanan means “Yahweh has mercy.”

John is our principal Gospel character for the Second and Third Sundays of Advent, and he re-appears  after Epiphany, at the Baptism of the Lord. He is the only Saint in the annual calendar, besides Our Lady, whose birth (24 June) and death (the Beheading, 29 August) are both celebrated. For all other saints, it is only their birthday into heaven, the day of their death, which is celebrated.

This connects with a strong theological tradition that John the Baptist was sanctified in the womb of his mother Elizabeth, at the moment of the Visitation: “From the moment my ears heard your greeting, the child in my womb leapt for joy.” So although St John was not conceived free from original sin, he was born free of original sin. “For he shall be great before the Lord; and shall drink no wine nor strong drink: and he shall be filled with the Holy Spirit, even from his mother's womb,” as the Angel Gabriel had promised to Zechariah his father. 

Consciousness of the Baptist has long been stamped out in Britiosh popular culture – the medieval games, wrestling, racing and mystery plays that went with St John’s Day on 24th June have all disappeared. In much of northern Europe however, this feast remains the heart of the Midsummer celebrations: Johannistag in German speaking countries, Noc Świętojańska in Poland, Jāņi in Latvia, Jaanipäev in Estonia, Joninės in Lithuania, Ivan Kupala in Russia. 


This hearty midsummer festival involves young men jumping over midnight bonfires, maidens throwing garlands into rivers, and vigorous dancing, feasting and drinking. The church evidently planted St John’s Day so as to supersede pagan frolicking and unsavoury summer solstice practices.


It is ironic that such revelry should celebrate the birthday into this world of one so austere. John, like Elijah, was a model of ascetic self-sacrifice. His mission was to “prepare the way of the Lord” by proclaiming repentance and God’s wrath upon sin. He taught justice and charity in social relations, based upon the Old Testament prophets. Surplus food and clothing must be shared with the needy. The tax collectors and soldiers must behave properly, and not exploit their office for private gain by extortion or threats.

The Baptist was evidently a man of great moral courage who was not afraid to speak bluntly to the rich and the powerful. He tongue-lashed the Pharisees and scribes as a “brood of vipers – who taught you to flee from the retribution that is coming?”

In stern words John demands metanoia, a change of nous, a radical transformation of attitudes. Those who would follow the Messiah must continually undergo this transformation.


Joseph Ratzinger writes: “Our natural disposition indeed, finds us always ready to assert ourselves, to pay like with like, to put ourselves at the centre. Those who want to find God need, again and again, that inner conversion, that new direction. And this applies also to the total outlook on life. Day by day we encounter the world of visible things. It assaults us through advertisement hoardings, broadcasts, traffic, and all the activities of daily life, to such an enormous extent that we are tempted to assume there is nothing else but this. Yet the truth is that what is invisible is greater and much more valuable than anything visible. One single soul, in Pascal’s beautiful words, is worth more than the entire visible universe.”

The Baptist was expecting a more ferocious Messiah than the Word of God turned out to be in his Incarnation: “His winnowing hand is in his hand to clear his threshing floor and to gather the wheat into his barn; but the chaff he will burn in a fire that will never go out.” This passage applies more accurately to the Second Coming of Christ, than to his first Advent as the babe in the manger, the Crucified Son of Man.

John’s mission was a comparatively narrow one, alone in the desert beside the Jordan. He worked no miracles. He had no new Gospel or revelations to proclaim. His message was simply to abandon sin and turn back to God, in preparation for the coming of the Messiah. Being “less than the least in the kingdom of heaven,” he claimed no authority for himself, but pointed to the one “who must increase, while I must decrease.” 


In his acceptance of this basic mission, he is a fitting example for all Christian preachers, whose task is not to invent something new or shocking for the itching ears of the modern age, but simply to re-iterate the fundamentals of Christ’s message. And humbly to insist upon that message, in its integrity and in its ethical implications, welcome or unwelcome.


It is said that St John Fisher – with remarkable prescience – kept a little statue of the head of John the Baptist upon his writing desk, as a reminder of the cost of remaining faithful to the truth. Like his patron saint, Fisher too became a martyr for the sanctity of marriage. It was opposition to another King – Henry’s divorce of Catherine of Aragon and remarriage with Ann Boleyn  (Herodias rediviva) - which sealed the fate of the brave Bishop of Rochester.

The Baptist sealed his life’s witness by a martyr’s death in Herod’s fortress of Machaerus, beyond the Dead Sea. He died for the sanctity of marriage, a victim of the odious Herodias who loathed his moral rebukes.  

An ancient tradition fixes his burial place at Sebaste in Samaria. In the fourth century his tomb was honoured in that place, and Emperor Julian the Apostate in 362 took the trouble to destroy the tomb and burn some of the bones. Another part of the relics was rescued and found its way to Constantinople and then Alexandria. St Jerome speaks of the site at Sebaste still being honoured by pilgrims and miracles being worked there in the fifth century. The head of John the Baptist is claimed by St John Lateran in Rome.  

John invites us to prepare for the coming of Christ. Here are two of the medieval Sequences – the Latin hymns chanted before the Gospel - found in the Hereford-rite Missal:


“Let the assembly devoutly raise a chorus to the One who reigns through eternal ages to come, rendering its debts with heavenly music to its Maker, before whom the celestial armies jubilate. All earthly creatures wait to be examined at His command, He who is thorough in judgement, merciful in might. Save us, O Christ, by Your clemency, for it was for our sake that You underwent great cruelty. You cleanse the ages from their filth, and raise them up radiant to the stars of heaven. Let true salvation pour forth, putting all dangers to flight. Grant what leads to peace, that all things may be pure; so that saved by your mercy here on earth, we may afterwards joyfully reach the realms above, where You reign for infinite ages.” (Hereford Sequence for Advent II)

“You alone rule all sceptres with your strong right hand. Show to your people your great power by raising them up. To them grant the salvation-bringing gifts. The prophetic oracles had foretold you, O Lord. Come from the radiant courts of heaven to our lands, come, O Jesus.” (Advent III)
