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Zephaniah 3:14-18; Isaiah 12:2-3, 4, 5-6; Philippians 4:4-7; Luke 3:10-18 
 
 There is no mistaking the theme that runs throughout readings for today’s 
Eucharistic celebration, from Zephaniah to Isaiah to St. Paul: “Rejoice!!” “Be glad and 
exult!” “Sing joyfully!” Each writer proclaims, from his own perspective, that what is to 
come is worth shouting about, is indeed worth singing about, is truly worth celebrating. 
They are speaking to those who are impoverished, those who have “further misfortune to 
fear.” They speak to those full of anxiety, who need hope for peace in their lives and 
peace in their societies. And the source of this joy is the coming of the “Lord your God in 
your midst.” 
 The most extreme poverty I witnessed in my years in Africa was in Southern Sudan 
in the midst of the civil war there. Working in camps for displaced people, we had seen 
the cruelest, most miserable kind of poverty and suffering. Our clinic, at times, had been 
the ultimate destination of people fleeing the horrors and starvation of this war. There we 
saw, firsthand, indescribably malnourished children, with stick-like arms and legs so thin 
they could not hold themselves up, let alone lift their heads when they were finally offered 
some nourishment. At other times, the camp clinic was the refuge sought by terrified 
mothers with their children, fleeing bombs and landmines. One day, even, four men who 
had been out hunting in the forest looking for food for their families and were hit with 
napalm by a low flying helicopter whose pilot mistook them for “rebels,” leaving them 
horribly burned and disfigured. 
 We lived in fear there. Always listening for the drone of an approaching bomber, 
the spiraling whistle of the bomb careening toward the ground. One afternoon, I found 
myself huddled with a handful of women and children, facedown, in a fox hole as a MIG 
bomber strafed our camp and clinic … bombs exploding around us, as the earth shook 
and screams surrounded us. Next to me huddled a small boy, maybe 10 years old, 
repeating his mantra, “Rabbuna fi, Rabbuna fi”: God is here, God is here – sheer, naked 
belief and hope of “God in our midst.” 
 Who, in this land, could ever shout for joy, “Be glad and exult”? And yet, I found 
myself at Christmastime, experiencing a joy I could never have imagined. As we gathered 
on Christmas Eve, I marveled at the brilliantly starlit night and wondered if one of those 
starts was also the same one shining over Bethlehem. There was much joyful chatter and 
laughter as people who had walked for hours to celebrate their Hope began forming a 
procession. We would begin by processing behind the cross, decorated with the only 
festive material we had -- blue toilet paper from the mission! As we began our walk, I was 
suddenly taken aback, seeing people who had become part of my daily life in a different 
light, in a cumulative view. For now I saw myself surrounded by broken bodies, legs 
distorted from polio, limbs twisted from poorly treated, poorly healed fractures, callused 
stumps that are the feet of lepers, and young amputees with limbs lost to bombs and 
landmines – one man crawling on the ground with his hands, dragging his malformed and 
useless legs behind him, keeping pace with the procession. All were singing their hearts 



out with “joyful hope of the coming of our Savior Jesus Christ.” Yes, it is possible, I now 
know, to shout for joy and exult in anticipation and belief. 
 The gospel reading for today departs from the celebration and takes us to John the 
Baptist who is speaking to crowds who have been following him, wanting to know what 
they can do to be baptized, for they surely want to be a part of John’s promise that the 
road will be made straight and all flesh will see the salvation of God. What is this 
salvation for which all so eagerly want to be a part? John answers, clearly and simply, 
their question, “What should we do?”  
 “Whoever has two cloaks should share with the person who has none. And 
whoever has food should do likewise…” He exhorts the tax collector to not collect “more 
than is prescribed,” and to soldiers he counsels “do not practice extortion, do not falsely 
accuse anyone…” This, to prepare the way of the coming of the Savior – ancient 
platitudes to another culture? We need only look at Wall Street, to look at our own 
country’s war crimes, to look in our own cupboards and closets. We need only look at 
our own growing lines of homeless people in soup kitchens and shelters, the millions of 
uninsured in our country who need health care, the greed of those who misuse our land 
without regard to future generations. And to ponder our easy accusation of others. I look 
at my own bulging closets, my jammed full cupboards, and at how easily accusations of 
others spring to my lips. 
 That night, in Southern Sudan, we all settled on stools or mats on the ground. A 
young couple proudly bore their newborn child to the altar and they became our Holy 
Family. So close to what we awaited -- a family truly in exile, as was Mary, Joseph, and 
ultimately Jesus. We heard the gospel read in several different languages, so as to be heard 
by all the different tribes attending the Mass.  
 That night, in Southern Sudan, under the brilliant starlit sky, I heard no rancor, no 
rantings or railings against those who have plenty. I heard no accusations against those of 
a different tribe. For a few short hours fear of the bombs dissolved.  
 We all just sat together in joyful hope.  

 
Visit the Maryknoll Office for Global Concerns website where over the course of the year, 
we will post resources and reflections showing how missioners and the people with whom 
they live and work understand and build sustainable pathways to peace and security. 
 

 

 

 

Maryknoll Office for Global Concerns: Peace, Social Justice & Integrity of Creation 
P.O. Box 29132 Washington, D.C. 20017 
phone: (202)832-1780 fax: (202)832-5195 

ogc@maryknoll.org www.maryknollogc.org 
 

mailto:ogc@maryknoll.org�
http://www.maryknollogc.org/�

