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Matthew 3:1-12

Are you ready for Christmas? Most of the people on my shopping list prefer “green” stuff, and I’m not talking about environmentally friendly products—they want money. That’s easy. Nice card, seal the envelope, done! We only decorate the tree, not the house, so out of my way, Martha Stewart, that’s done! Christmas cards—I’ll do those while I’m proctoring the ACT test on Saturday, so, yeah, I’m ready for Christmas.

John the Baptist shows up in our Gospels this week and next to remind us to get ready for Christmas. He’s not talking about shopping or decorating, though. He wants us to “Repent!” John had a pretty rough style, but that didn’t stop him from attracting large crowds. And in the desert, no less! The people sensed that he was telling the truth, and nothing is more appealing than the truth. They were even willing to be baptized “as they acknowledged” their sins. Know that that means? That they said their sins out loud! And you think our confession is bad? At least ours is behind closed doors!

John got really mad when he saw the Pharisees and Sadducees coming to his baptism. He told them, “Don’t presume that you are saved. If you don’t produce good fruit as evidence of your repentance, you will burn like the barren tree that is cut down and thrown into the fire.”

What does that mean, to “produce good fruit as evidence of your repentance”? John knew those guys weren’t sincere. They thought repentance was an “extra” thing they were doing just to impress others. They were already Abraham’s children—they needed nothing else. The modern equivalent of that way of thinking is: “Hey, I’m baptized, confirmed, receive communion, and I’m Catholic. I’m good to go (to heaven, that is).” Not so fast, John tells us. Not only do we have to confess sins, we have to do two more things to seal the deal: contrition (sorrow for our sins) and “satisfaction.” Satisfaction is the desire to repair the harm caused by our sins. That’s what John means when he says to produce good fruit.

This fruit, according to the Catechism of the Catholic Church, includes "prayer, an offering, works of mercy, service of neighbor, voluntary self-denial, sacrifices, and, above all, the patient acceptance of the cross we must bear." You’ve heard the teasing before: “Those Catholics—they sin all week long, go to confession, and start all over again!” Don’t let this be a true statement.

Join your parish family on December 17, at 7 pm for a penance service. Bring your three pre-requisites: a list of sins, sorrow for sinning, and your commitment to change. Then, you’re ready for Christmas!

