Sermon Archive of The Most Rev. John T. Cahoon, Jr.
Metropolitan, Anglican Catholic Church

June 24, 2001, St. John Baptist,  also, Trinity II
St. John Baptist isn't a Baptist at all. He is a Jew. When we call him "Baptist" we mean that he is a baptizer. He baptized and preached to get people ready for the arrival of the Messiah of Israel onto the stage of human history. His baptizing people in the Jordan River culminated when he baptized Jesus, the Messiah himself, as the Father identified Jesus as his Son, and the Holy Ghost landed on his head in the form of a dove. 
In the Prayer Book's calendar, John the Baptist is the saint about whom we hear the most. Two of the Sundays in Advent are devoted to him. The Second Sunday in Epiphany is about his baptizing Jesus, and we have today's commemoration of his birthday. 
We give John the Baptist so much attention because he is so important, reasonably enough. He is the character who connects the Old Testament to the New Testament. That is not just a literary matter. What God does in the life of John the Baptist in the New Testament shows that he is keeping all of the promises he made in the Old Testament. 
John shows that it is not possible to say, "The God of the Old Testament was such a mean old guy. I'm so glad he got replaced in the New Testament with sweet, gentle Jesus." John is the connector cable. His life shows that the same God who got things going in the Old Testament is acting consistently in the New Testament. 
We celebrate John's birthday today because of the intimate connection between his conception and birth and the conception and birth of Christ. The archangel Gabriel tries to sell the Virgin Mary on the idea that she can become pregnant without sleeping with a man. His proof that God can do anything is that her cousin Elizabeth is six months pregnant after a whole life of seeming to be barren. That makes John six months older than Jesus, hence a birthday six months before Christmas. 
The difference between their conceptions and births is that the virgin conception of Jesus is an unprecedented miracle. The conception of John the Baptist is a more garden variety Old Testament miracle. The woman becomes pregnant in the normal way, although she has never been able to conceive before. That connects John to Sarah's conception of Isaac when she appeared to be too old, and to the conceptions of Samson and Samuel. 
The New Testament connects John to the Old Testament further by saying that he is the fulfillment of two distinct prophecies. One is in today's epistle from the prophecy of Isaiah, written hundreds of years before Christ. It says, "The voice of him that crieth in the wilderness, 'Prepare ye the way of the Lord, make straight in the desert a highway for our God.'" 
The other prophecy is from Malachi, written several centuries later. It is the one Jesus himself uses to describe John. "Behold I send my messenger before thy face, which shall prepare thy way before thee." 
Today's gospel describes John's circumcision. Circumcisions took place on the eighth day of a boy's life -- symbolizing a new beginning and reflecting the fact that the clotting factor in blood reaches its apex when a boy is a week old. The circumcision was also the day of naming. 
Both of John's parents insist that he be called John, ignoring the custom that a child be named for a relative. When Gabriel told Zacharias that he and Elizabeth were going to conceive a child and name him John, Zacharias doubted it -- even though "John" means "gift of God." Gabriel struck Zacharias dumb, thus beginning one of the happier pregnancies in history -- nine months when the father could not speak. 
When they tell the rabbi to name him John, God recognizes that Zacharias has capitulated and now believes, so he lets him speak. He sings what we know as the New Testament canticle "Benedictus." The "Benedictus" weaves together Old Testament prophecy and New Testament reality -- acknowledging John as the one whom Isaiah had spoken about, and praising God for fulfilling promises that were two thousand years old. 
Zacharias says that God was going to keep his promise to deliver his people from their enemies not with the political and military victory many expected, but by forgiving our sins. Deliverance is conceived of as rescue from our sinful nature, rather than the defeat of any external enemy. Getting our sins forgiven is the crucial matter. 
Zacharias does not sing about how all that was going to be accomplished. He knew that it was coming, and he knew his son was going to be one of God's crucial instruments in making it happen. He was going to be the one who brought the Messiah into public -- the ultimate advance man. 
Let us relish the last words of the song of John the Baptist's father: "To give knowledge of salvation unto his people by the remission of their sins, through the tender mercy of our God; whereby the dayspring from on high hath visited us, to give light to them that sit in darkness and in the shadow of death, to guide our feet into the way of peace." 
If you want peace, if you want the tender mercy of God to shine on you, if you want to be saved, if you want to enjoy the full benefits of the lives of John the Baptist and Jesus the Messiah, then you must repent and confess your sins. There is no other way to do it. 


See Saints' collects and readings for St. John's Day. 


Trinity II
The Collect:O LORD, who never failest to help and govern those whom thou dost bring up in thy stedfast fear and love; Keep us, we beseech thee, under the protection of thy good providence, and make us to have a perpetual fear and love of thy holy Name; through Jesus Christ our Lord. Amen.
The Epistle. 1 St. John 3: 13-24 . 
The Gospel. St. Luke 14:16-24. 
