
 The landscape of Israel is, for the most part, a stark one.  It's a land where deserts give 

way to barren mountain ranges, of saline seas and coastal plains that were once little more than 

swampland.  Were we to construct a pilgrimage tour of the prophecies of Isaiah, for example, 

the prophecies proclaimed in many of our Advent Readings, both the grandeur and the 

emptiness of the land would be on full display. 

 We might depart on such a pilgrimage from Mt. Zion, the mountain of the Lord in the 

heart of Jerusalem.  It is here to Zion, to the mount on which the Temple once stood, that Isaiah 

tells us the Jewish diaspora and all the world will one day flock "singing, crowned with 

everlasting joy; [and] all sorrow and mourning will flee" as the nations gather to greet the 

Messiah.1 

 From Jerusalem, we might follow the ancient road that now, as in Jesus' day, heads 

down from the mountains of Jerusalem through the desert that lies just at Jerusalem's doorstep, 

past Jericho, thought to be the oldest continually inhabited city on earth, until the road ends in 

the desert sands alongside the Jordan River.  Just ahead of us is the site where John the 

Baptist, the greatest of “those born of women” as Jesus described him,2 once called all of Judea 

to repentance.   

 From here, we might head north toward Nazareth and the Galilee region where "the one 

who is to come,"3 the Messiah for whom John the Baptist prepared the way, would “bring glad 

tidings to the poor,  ... heal the broken-hearted, ... proclaim liberty to the captives, and release to 

the prisoners.”4   

 We'd be traveling along Highway 90, and the Jordan River and the Kingdom of Jordan 

are just off to our right, only a few hundred yards away.  In fact, our cellphones would often be 

picked up by Jordanian towers, and we'd find a "Welcome to Jordan!" message on our screens. 

                                                 
1 Isa 35:10 (NAB). 
2 Mt 11:11 (NAB). 
3 Mt 11:3 (NAB). 
4 Is 61:1 (NAB). 
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 Such a pilgrimage, an Advent pilgrimage, might offer much more than sightseeing, 

however.  A priest working with Catholic Relief Services once told me, "If you keep your eyes 

and ears open, you'll find the words of Scripture coming alive right in front of you."  It's true, and 

if we’re attentive along our journey, we’ll notice something quite remarkable.  We’ll see Isaiah's 

prophecy that "the desert and the parched land will exult; the steppe will rejoice and bloom"5 

come alive — and we’ll realize we’ve been passing through it.  For along the way, we’’ll have 

traveled past vast groves of banana trees, and many fields and hothouses of vegetables.  This 

is no longer a barren land, but a fruitful one.   

 The land has bloomed, and the reason for it's fruitfulness is instructive during this Advent 

season — and is particularly so today on "Gaudete Sunday.” 

 The term “Gaudete” comes from the Latin for “rejoice,” and is in turn taken from the first 

word of the “introit,” or entrance chant, proper to the liturgy of the Third Week of Advent.  In this 

as in most parishes, we begin our liturgy with a processional hymn.  But if we were going to be 

liturgically prim and proper, the liturgy would begin not with a hymn but with an “introit” (the word 

is from the Latin for “entrance”) that Father and I would chant as we processed into the Church. 

 Had we opened today’s liturgy with an introit, “Rejoice” would be the first word you’d 

hear, appropriately enough since rejoicing is a recurrent theme in our Advent Readings.  

Advent, of course, is a season of expectant anticipation, a season in which we await the light of 

Christ amidst the darkness and trials that sometimes seem to overtake both our lives and our 

world.  At such times, it’s especially important to remember, as our liturgy today reminds us, that 

even as we await the coming of the Messiah, He is already present among us.   

 The rose color of our vestments and of the third candle in the Advent wreath symbolizes 

this.  If the violet of Advent calls to mind the darkness of the night sky just as the first rays of 

dawn appear, and the white candle that we’ll light at Christmas is a sign that the light of Christ 
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has come into the world, the rose of Gaudete Sunday points to the fact that the Messiah who 

will one day return is already among us, and even now He offers us, as He always does, His 

grace, His mercy and His forgiveness. 

 That truly is a reason to rejoice, for the Messianic kingdom that will one day reach its 

fruition is already a present reality in Christ, and whenever we help build His kingdom by 

continuing the Messiah’s work on earth, we too will “see the glory of the Lord, the splendor of 

God”6 just as Isaiah proclaimed we would. 

 That, really, is the great lesson we’d absorb traveling from Zion, down to Jericho, and 

following the Jordan to the sea along which Jesus once walked.  We’d learn that rejoicing isn’t 

simply exclamation; it’s demonstration.  It’s demonstrating with our lives that the Messiah has 

come, and using our hands to construct what our lips proclaim.  Just as John the Baptist came 

“to testify to the light, so that all might believe through him,”7 as today’s Gospel proclaims, so 

must we.  We await not only the Messiah’s birth in Bethlehem, but His new birth in our own 

lives, the coming of the Light that we proclaim not just in our creeds but in our lives. 

We’re to be messengers too, like John the Baptist, messengers who bear the joyful message of 

the Messiah. 

 In the land of Israel, fruit trees thrive where once there was only desert and great cities 

have arisen where once there was only swampland.  “The desert and the parched land” have 

exulted, just as Isaiah foretold they would.  That they have done so is a testament to the 

boundless grace of God, to be sure, and to His fidelity to His everlasting covenant.  But it is due 

to something else too.  Water was brought to the desert and swampland was drained both 

through the beneficence of God and the work of human hands.  The faithfulness of the Jewish 

people, a faithfulness that would lead them through unimaginable trials and persecution, found 

its expression not only in the Torah they proclaimed on the Sabbath, but in the labor with which 
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they would redeem the land of their ancestors.  Zion, you see, is more than a future dream; it’s a 

present work. 

 And so it is with us.  In Advent we proclaim that the Messiah is coming.  At Christmas, 

we proclaim that He has come.  But we have to do more than that.  Throughout the year we 

have to proclaim that He’s always coming and that He’s already here, and we have to do it the 

same way that Jesus did.  “How do we know you’re the Messiah?”, John the Baptist’s disciples 

ask Jesus.  “Go and tell John what you hear and see,” Jesus answers, “the blind regain their 

sight, the lame walk, lepers are cleansed, the deaf hear, the dead are raised, and the poor have 

the good news proclaimed to them.”8 

 Jesus doesn’t answer with a theological proof.  He tells them simply to look around and 

see for themselves.  It’s the same with us.  If we want to proclaim that Christ is Lord, we’ll do it 

by inviting others to look at our works and see for themselves.   

 If they see us living a life of the Beatitudes, they’ll know that Jesus, the Messiah, is Lord.   

 If they see us respond to injury with mercy, they’ll know that Jesus, the Messiah, is Lord.   

 If they see us embracing the outcast, they’ll know that Jesus, the Messiah, is Lord.   

 If they see us trying to heal those whom others try to injure, they’ll know that Jesus, the 

Messiah, is Lord.  

 If they see us trying to light candles of hope while others are trying to extinguish them, 

they’ll know that Jesus, the Messiah, is Lord. 

 And when they see these things, they too will rejoice, for they’ll know the ancient cry of 

“Come, Emmanuel!” has been fulfilled, and that the deserts and the parched lands of their own 

lives will soon exult and bloom.   

 

 

      

                                                 
8 Mt 11:3-5 (NAB). 
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