
Second Sunday of Advent 

Today John the Baptist comes, preaching in the wilderness of Judea. The wilderness is a 
place of extremes: heat and cold; dryness, suddenly overwhelmed by monsoon rains. It’s 
also a place that speaks of solitude, of being either alone or lonely, depending on your 
temperament. In the wilderness, we are by ourselves. It is as individuals that we will 
stand before God when we die and are judged, responsible for our deeds. But we also 
have to work out how we as individuals relate to the rest of Creation. 

We have the individual, and we have what happens when individuals come together. The 
Greek philosopher Aristotle said that ‘man is by nature a political animal.’ Political 
comes from polis, a city, or, more broadly, a collection of people who have come 
together, who have worked out, and who are in the process of working out, how to live 
together, making laws that enable the survival of the community and the flourishing of 
the individual. Aristotle thought that that was how human beings naturally do things. 

In Isaiah’s prophecy, we hear of all the created order coming together in harmony, as 

Aristotle’s vision of human nature is surpassed and perfected by the grace of God. What 
we might think of as ‘natural enemies’, combinations of strong, swift predators and their 

weaker prey, lie down together, feed together. Wolves and lambs, calves and lions. 

There is no hurt, no harm, on all God’s holy mountain, and that is so, says God through 

his prophet, because the land is filled with the knowledge of the Lord. But go back a few 
sentences, and we see that the one on whom the spirit of the Lord rests has some serious 

work to do before the land gets to that point. He has to judge, give his verdict, strike the 

ruthless. And we can see that in an individual way, as well as in a social way. In each of us 

there are sinful tendencies, harmful passions, desires that lead us astray, aspect of our 
lives, our characters, our history which, if we embrace them, separate us from God. 
These have got to be judged, these have got to be struck at, as in the solitude of the 

wilderness, the loneliness of the desert, if we are to make space in the wilderness of our 
hearts for that land to bloom and flourish, and be filled with the knowledge of the Lord. 

But we can’t neglect the social dimension of our faith. As the Catechism puts it, ‘It is the 
duty of citizens to contribute along with the civil authorities to the good of society in a 
spirit of truth, justice, solidarity, and freedom.’ Citizens should ‘fulfill their roles in the 
life of the political community.’ And to this we need to add what Our Lord says in as he 
prays during the Last Supper: ‘They are not of the world, even as I am not of the world. 
As you sent me into the world, so I have sent them into the world.’ We are not to 
distance ourselves from the world: we are to transform it, in our various ways, as salt of 
the earth, yeast in the dough.  



As Jesus says, ‘I do not pray that you should take them out of the world, but that you 
should keep them from the evil one.’ We are not of the world, but we are sent into it.  
And for what? One of the earliest examples of Christian writing which explains and 
defends the faith is called the Epistle to Diognetus, and was probably written around 
170AD. This is what it says about Christians in society: 

They dwell in their own countries, but simply as sojourners. As citizens, they 
share in all things with others, and yet endure all things as if foreigners. They pass 
their days on earth, but they are citizens of heaven. They obey the law, and at the 
same time surpass the law by their lives. They love all, and are persecuted by all. 
They are poor, yet make many rich; they are lack all things, and yet abound in all; 
they are dishonoured, and yet in their very dishonour are glorified. To sum up all 
in one word--what the soul is in the body, that are Christians in the world. God 
has assigned them this illustrious position, which it were unlawful for them to 
forsake. 

So we have to take responsibility for this ‘illustrious position’. We have to engage in the 
shaping of the life and future of our country and our community. There are things we 
ought to know. We ought to know that our parish falls into two parliamentary 

constituencies; that there are eight candidates in Oxford East, and four in Oxford West 

and Abingdon. We ought to know what they claim to stand for, to support, to oppose. 
We ought to know where our polling-stations are. We ought carefully to consider the 
questions our bishops have asked us to think about before voting: in summary, ‘the test 

of any policy should be its impact on human dignity.’ We ought to know how to cast a 

vote: one cross, in one box.  

In the end, the cross that matters is the Cross of Our Lord Jesus Christ. But the freedom 

we have gained through what happened on the Cross and in the Resurrection, what St 

Paul calls ‘the glorious liberty of the children of God’, is given to us to be used for 
something, namely to prepare a way for the Lord, in our hearts, and in the world. As 
George Eliot wrote, ‘the growing good of the world is partly dependent on unhistoric 
acts’; and given that, at least since 1829, Catholics have actually been allowed to vote, 
that would seem at least one useful tool in getting on with the job. 


