Homily: 2nd Sunday in Ord. Time (A)
Is. 49: 3, 5-6;  1 Cor. 1: 1-3  &  Jn. 1: 29-34
Although that gospel passage is probably quite familiar, there is more than a little which is quite unusual about it. For a start, although we are in Yr A, the year of Matthew, that pericope is from St John. In fact, on this Sunday every year, it is John’s gospel that is read – with the “call” of Andrew and Simon in Yr. B, and the wedding at Cana in Yr. C. So even though our “official” celebration of Christmastide and Epiphany finished last Sunday with the feast of the Baptism, this Sunday acts as a sort of “transition”, a bridge between the theme of Christ’s first revelation and the unfolding of the gospel narrative proper.
Another unusual thing is that Jesus himself takes no part in the gospel. He is just “off-stage” as it were, and the whole passage is John’s testimony, John’s description of who Jesus is, John’s description of the events at the Baptism. And John’s description is itself unusual. Seeing Jesus coming, he says: Behold the Lamb of God who takes away the sins of the world. Those words are very familiar to us, of course – in a variety of forms they are spoken or sung at least four times at every Mass – but this statement of John’s is the first time that “title” – the Lamb of God – has been used in the scriptures. It is highly evocative, though a little puzzling. John seems to be alluding to a number of possible references in the Old Testament – the Paschal Lamb of Exodus, the one by whose blood the people of Israel are freed from the Angel of Death and escape from their slavery in Egypt; or the “lamb who is led to the slaughter, the sheep dumb before his shearers” (Is.53:7) from the fourth Suffering Servant Song in Isaiah 53, a passage we read on Good Friday; or even possibly the lambs who were sacrificed daily in the Temple, one in the morning and one in the evening, to protect the people of Israel. And John sees all this in Jesus already, even before he has begun his public ministry, even before he has worked his miracles and healings, as soon as he has been baptised.
Perhaps this should not surprise us. In the great Prologue of his gospel, John the Evangelist had already written of the Baptist: He came for testimony, to bear witness to the light, that all might believe through him (Jn. 1:7). His testimony in today’s passage is simply a fulfilment of that statement – and, as we know, in the following few verses, that testimony will bear fruit in the first of Jesus’ disciples, Andrew and his companion and then, the next day, in the calling of Simon Peter and then Philip. It is John’s testimony about Jesus, his salutation of him as the “Lamb of God”, his prophecy that – through Jesus’ sacrificial death – he would take away the sins of the world that starts this “chain reaction” of discipleship.
But what I find most striking is the way in which John speaks. Although all the dialogue is John the Baptist’s, it is clear that there is only one important person in this narrative, and that it is not him, but Jesus. He says clearly: a man is coming after me who ranks before me, because he existed before me (Jn.1:30). John knows he has a mission from God – that that mission makes him in some way special – but he does not cling to that “specialness”. His mission of baptising has a purpose, but it is not a self-seeking one; as he says: for it was to reveal him to Israel that I came baptising with water (Jn.1:31). John knows too that he has a powerful part in God’s plan, since God grants him that vision of the Spirit resting on Jesus, but he does not cling to that either. Instead he says: I have seen, and I am the witness that he is the Son of God (Jn.1:34). It is as if John can only see himself, his mission, all the gifts he has been given in relation to the coming Christ, this Jesus whom he now sees and proclaims as Son of God. John can only understand himself in the light of Christ, the Voice can only speak since he now sees the Word.
And perhaps there is a lesson there for us too. We – like John – are here this morning because, no matter how mysteriously, we are part of God’s plan of salvation. We – like John – have been given a mission by God, no matter how obscure that mission may seem to us today. And we too, like John, will only come to understand those things, to see how those things hold together if we, again like John, see our whole lives in relation to Jesus Christ our Lord. We too will only begin to make sense of who we really are by looking to Jesus and coming to know who he really is – the one who loved us enough to take on our human nature, the one who loved us enough to die and rise again for us, the one who loves us enough to come to be our food and drink this morning.
So today, as we sing John’s acclamation in the Agnus Dei, let us truly ask the Lord to have mercy upon us and to grant us his peace. And when again, in answer to John’s acclamation, we echo the Centurion’s words as we say: Lord, I am not worthy that you should enter under my roof, let us renew our faith in him who comes to us – not to condemn our unworthiness, but for the healing of our souls. Amen.
© Fr Oswald McBride OSB
18.1.20
