
ADVENT REFLECTIONS - WEEK THREE 

GOSPEL: John 1: 19-29.  
At that time: The Jews sent from Jerusalem Priests and Levites to John to ask him: Who are 
thou? And he confessed and did not deny; and he confessed: I am not the Christ. And they asked 
him: What then? Art thou Elias? And he said: I am not. Art thou a Prophet? And he answered: 
No. They said, therefore, unto him: Who art thou, that we may give an answer to them that sent 
us? What sayest thou of thyself? He said: I am the voice of one crying in the wilderness, Make 
straight the way of the Lord, as said the Prophet Isaias. And they that were sent were of the 
Pharisees. And they asked him and said to him: Why then dost thou baptize if thou be not Christ, 
nor Elias, nor the Prophet? John answered them, saying : I baptize with water, but there hath 
stood One in the midst of you Whom you know not. The same is He that shall come after me, 
Who is preferred before me; the latchet of Whose shoe I am not worthy to loose. These things 
were done in Bethania, beyond the Jordan, where John was baptizing.  

HOMILY BY POPE SAINT GREGORY THE GREAT: 

1. The words of this Gospel, beloved brethren, teach us highly to esteem the humility of St. 
John. His heroic virtues were so well known, that he was believe by the multitude to be Jesus 
Christ Himself; yet, far from being led astray by the high estimation in which he was held, or 
holding a good opinion of himself, he preferred to know himself and to remain in his humble 
position. He confessed and did not deny; and he confessed: I am not the Christ. However, by 
saying that he was not the Christ, Whom they believed him to be, he did not deny that which 
he in reality was, and so in truth he became a member of Him Whose name he would not 
assume. He renounced the name and the high dignity of Jesus Christ, and thus deserved to be 
a member of Christ; for the confession of his humble condition raised him up to a greatness 
published and confirmed by our Lord Himself. If now we meditate on some words of Jesus 
which we find in another part of Holy Scripture, we shall have to clear up a most important 
question. When the disciples of our Lord asked Him about the second coming of Elias, He, 
answering, said to them: Elias indeed shall come. But I say to you, that Elias is already 
come, and they know him not, but have done unto him whatsoever they had a mind. Then the 
disciples understood that He had spoken to them of John the Baptist (Matt. 17: 11-13). Now, 
asked John the Baptist if he be Elias, and he will answer: I am not. Who can explain this 
mystery, beloved brethren? Why does the Prophet of truth contradict Him who is the Eternal 
Truth? For there is great contradiction between these two testimonies. And if John does not 
agree with the Truth, who shall be recognized as the Prophet of truth? Yet, when we examine 
the meaning of these words, which seem to be contradictory, we at once recognize that, 
although apparently announcing opposite things, they really are in perfect agreement. When 
the angel, appearing to Zacharias, said that John shall go before the Lord in the spirit of Elias 
(Luke 1:17), he wished to convey the meaning that John would come into this world with the 
spirit and power of the prophet Elias, in order to precede the first coming of the Redeemer, 
as Elias would precede His second coming. Elias will be the precursor of the great Divine 



Judge, as John was the precursor of the Divine Redeemer. John was Elias in spirit but not in 
person; therefore, he could deny to be the person of one whose spirit was in him, according 
to the testimony of the Lord. Besides, it was proper that Jesus, answering His disciples, 
should speak of the spirit of St. John; whereas the Baptist, answering a multitude of rough 
and sensual people, spoke of his body and person, and not of his spirit. In this manner his 
words do not depart from the way of truth, though at first sight they seem to contain a 
contradiction.  

II. When he promptly added that he was not a prophet, he wished to declare that he had not only 
the power to announce the Redeemer of the world, but was also able to point Him out; and 
he declared his mission, saying: I am the voice of one crying in the wilderness. You know, 
beloved brethren, that the only-begotten Son is called the Word of the Father, as St. John the 
Evangelist tells us, saying: In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and 
the Word was God (John 1:1). Now you certainly notice that, when you speak, the sound of 
the voice strikes the ear before the word is distinctly heard. In the same sense John declares 
himself to be the voice, because he precedes the Word, for his coming preceded that of the 
Redeemer; therefore he was the voice through which the Word of the Father was heard. He is 
also the voice of one crying in the wilderness and announcing to the hopelessly forsaken 
Judea, the approaching consolation of the Saviour. Lastly, he teaches the meaning of his cry 
by adding. Make straight the way of the Lord, as said the prophet Isais (Isa. 40:3). Now, the 
way of the Lord is made straight and prepared in our hearts, when we hear the word of truth 
in humility and resignation. His way is also made straight, when through the purity of our 
life we prepare ourselves to accept the teaching of His truth. Thus Jesus Christ said: If 
anyone love Me, he will keep My word, and My Father will love him, and We will come to 
him, and will make Our abode with him (John 14: 23). Consequently, he that extols himself 
in pride and is governed by avarice; he that gives himself up to luxury and lust, closes his 
heart against truth, opens the door to passions, and shuts every entrance of his soul against 
the Lord, Who then cannot take up His abode with him.  

III. These same men sent by the Jews to St. John, inquired of him why he baptized, since he was 
not the Christ, nor Elias, nor the prophet? But it was envy, not the desire of knowing the 
truth, that led them to speak. This is sufficiently clear from the words of the Evangelist, who 
says: And they that were sent were of the Pharisees, just as if he had said: They inquired into 
the doings of John with such eagerness as to show that they wished to find in them 
something blamable, and that they did not care for his teaching, which only aroused their 
envy and jealousy. However, since the spirit of meekness and holy zeal does not forsake the 
saints, even when the envious and wicked question them, we see that John the Baptists 
answered with words of life and salvation the questions inspired by envy and hatred, and 
said: I baptize with water; but there hath stood One in the midst of you Whom you know not. 
The baptism of John was only a baptism with water, as he himself confessed, therefore it did 
not give the Holy Ghost. It had not the power of forgiving sin; only of purifying the bodies, 
but not the souls, of those who received it. He gave this unfruitful baptism only to fulfill his 
office of precursor, preceding by this baptism the one of the Redeemer, just as in his birth he 
had preceded the coming of Jesus into this world. Even in his preaching he had come before 
the Saviour. Thus by the representation of this sacrament He signified the real Sacrament 



instituted by our Lord. While announcing the mystery of the Redeemer, to the multitude, 
John taught them that this Redeemer, Whom they knew not, stood in the midst of them. For 
He Who was God had taken human nature, was like us in everything, and was visibly among 
men; yet the splendor of His Divinity was hidden form their eyes. And when he added: The 
same is He that shall come after me, Who is preferred before me, he wished to teach us, that 
if Jesus Christ, as to His birth, has come after him, according to His dignity He was infinitely 
preferred before him. And he gives the reason of this preference in the preceding words, He 
was before me, and declares that He Who was born after him far surpasses him, because time 
cannot enclose Him in its bounds. Though He was born of His Virgin Mother in time, yet He 
was begotten of His Father from all eternity. However, to show even more clearly the esteem 
and reverence which were due to the Redeemer, he confessed in deep humility that he was 
not worthy to loose the latchet of His shoe. Among the ancients there was a custom that, 
when a man would not accept the bride allotted to him by law, this bride was to take off his 
shoes. This clearly indicates that, when Jesus came to abide among men, He also showed 
Himself as the Bridegroom of the Holy Church, according to the words of John himself, 
saying: He that hath the bride id the bridegroom (John 3: 29). Now, in order to combat the 
opinion, according to which some thought that the person of Jesus was John the Baptist, he 
positively declares that he was not even worthy to loose the latchet of the Redeemer’s shoe, 
acknowledging by this that, as he could neither assume the name nor the nature of the 
Bridegroom, so neither had he the power to uncover the feet of the Redeemer. There is yet 
another meaning in these words. Everyone knows that what serves to cover the feet is taken 
from the skin of dead animals. Now, our Saviour, taking a body like ours, appeared in this 
world with the covering of our mortal and corruptible nature. Who is able to understand the 
mystery of the Incarnation of the Word of God? Who can comprehend how the highest 
Spirit, giving life to everything, received life in the womb of a mother? How was He, who 
had no beginning, but is eternal, and showed Himself in time, conceived? And as the 
obscurity of this mystery is signified by the latchet of the Saviour of the world, we 
understand why John the Baptist declared that he had not the power to loose it. Though he 
had recognized b his prophetic spirit the Incarnation of the Word, his human mind was not 
able to conceive this great mystery. When he tells us that he is not worthy to loose the latchet 
of the Saviour’s shoes, he wishes to teach us that he acknowledges his ignorance, and that we 
are not to be astonished at seeing that He, Who was born after him, was preferred before 
Him; because the mystery of our Saviour’s nativity was far beyond his conception and 
understanding. Lastly, this confession of St. John tells us that, though he might have 
possessed the required knowledge imparted to him in the gift of prophecy, he still remained 
in ignorance concerning this incomprehensible mystery.  

IV. Beloved brethren, our special attention is called to the way in which the saints endeavor to 
preserve the virtue of humility. As soon as they are aware of the extraordinary wisdom and 
knowledge imparted to them, they consider all the things, which they do not know, so that 
the consideration of their weakness may keep them humble, since the knowledge of their 
perfection might engender pride in them; they are convinced that, knowledge being a virtue, 
humility is its best preservative. For, be the mind ever so enlightened by extraordinary 
attainments, it must be humbled deeply, that the blessings received and acquired by 



knowledge may not be blown away by the wind of pride. Therefore, beloved brethren, when 
you do good works, remember the evil you have done in the past years; for if you keep your 
faults before your eyes, you will never feel vain delight nor take thoughtless pleasure in any 
merit you may possess. Consider yourselves less than others, especially less than those not 
entrusted to your care. Should you notice faults in your neighbour, consider that he possesses 
virtues which you do not see. Everyone is intended to acquire a certain degree of eminence 
through his merits; yet in a certain sense he must not recognize this, lest he lose through 
pride the virtue he has attained. Woe to you, says the prophet Isaias, that are wise in your 
own eyes, and prudent in your own conceits (Isa. 5: 21). St. Paul confirms these words when 
he says: Be not wise in your own conceits (Rom. 12: 16). When Saul was puffed up with 
pride God said to him: When thou was a little on in thy own eyes, was thou not made the 
head of the tribes of Israel? (I Kings 15: 17). That is, when thou didst esteem thyself but 
little among others, I exalted thee above all of them; but now, as thou thinnest thyself great, 
thou hast become little in My eyes. On the contrary, we see David who, in spite of his power 
and glory, thought but little of himself, dancing before the ark and saying: Before the Lord…I 
will both play and make myself meaner than I have done, and I will be little in my own eyes 
(2 Kind 6: 22). But who is he that would preserve himself from pride? Had he done such 
heroic deeds as this King, and counted in his life so many wonders as we read in the history 
of this King? He had, by the strength of his arms, struck down lions and bears and cut them 
to pieces; he was preferred to his brothers, though the last of them, and was chosen to wear 
the royal crown; he was anointed by the prophet, in order to take the place of a reprobate 
King, and to govern the kingdom of Israel. With one single stone he had overthrown a 
powerful giant, the terror of Saul’s army. Yet, in spite of these brilliant deeds, and in the 
midst of his triumph and exaltation, this powerful King, as seen by his humble words and 
feelings, thought but little of himself. If the greatest saints, amidst their wonderful deeds, 
thought themselves worthy of contempt, how will those who do not practice the least virtue 
excuse their vanity and pride? For should we deserve praise for our good works, yet they 
must be considered as nothing, unless humility give them their value. Virtue will lower, not 
exalt us, when humility is wanting. The Christian who heaps up virtues without the 
accompanying humility is like a man exposing dust to the wind; it will be carried away by 
the wind and thrown into his own eyes. Therefore, beloved brethren, cling to humility in all 
your actions, as to the root of all good works. Do not consider those whom you surpass in 
merits, but fix your eyes on those who excel you in virtues; then you will place before you as 
models those who are most perfect, and by your own humility you will attain the highest 
degree of perfection. 


