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 When confronted with this gospel passage for the Second Sunday of Advent, we might get 

caught up on John’s startling “welcome” to the Pharisees and Sadducees: “You brood of vipers!” 

Exercising the frankness and directness of a prophet, he was right to call them out, for they were 

the types that supposed that “who they were” was sufficient to guarantee their entrance into God’s 

kingdom. But I maintain that what follows is even more breathtaking, in a way. After all, they 

would have claimed their lineage from Abraham as one of the guarantees of their salvation. But 

John tells them, “God can raise up children to Abraham from these stones.” In other words, “God 

can easily make replacements for the likes of you.” 

 I’m afraid John might have to say the same unsettling sorts of things to certain groups 

today. From a young age, we are told that we are special, irreplaceable, and affirmed in so many 

other ways. And while all that might be true in the proper measure, “who we are” is never enough 

to save us. Another way of saying it is, none of us is “God’s gift to humanity”, who will effectively 

save ourselves by the very force of our unique and irreplaceable presence. Rather, it is only by 

God’s gift that we can be saved. And if we fail to grasp that fundamental truth and so miss the 

mark, he will yet save others instead. No one gets into heaven because of genealogy, resume, or 

otherwise being special. Everyone who gets in, does so by God’s grace. 

 Thus John calls the entire crowd to repentance, to that complete turning-around of one’s 

life to redirect every part of it away from sin and towards God. He calls them to coherence and 

integrity of life – not only to think and believe rightly but to bear good fruit as evidence of it; that 

is, to act rightly too. This is what is pleasing to God; this is what is consistent with being saved. 

And this is only possible with the help of God’s grace, which he freely bestows on all who seek it 

out. Sometimes a message like John’s is needed to shake us out of our slumber – but that is not to 

say that God is a harsh judge waiting to condemn us. No, once he has our wakeful attention, he is 

happy to give us all that we need to know, love, and serve him. 

 The first reading, then, is a sort of check on John’s severity. It is a prophecy of the Messiah, 

the fulfillment of which evidently began with Christ’s first coming and will fully be manifested at 

his second coming, as it tells of a total restoration of harmony in creation. There will be justice 

and peace, and no more warring factions or forces will exist. We can experience this primarily on 

a spiritual level in this life, but we will experience it in all its fullness in the next, in the full 

realization of God’s kingdom in heaven. And this prophecy, too, reminds how this salvation is 

available to all, how God is able to raise up children from among all peoples, for it mentions that 

the Gentiles will benefit from it also. 

 Yes, God is lavish with his grace and truly wants all to be saved. Those who are saved are 

those who approach him with the right dispositions, realizing that salvation is the result of his gift 

and his gift alone. Those who are saved are also those who have sought that gift and then 

conformed their lives to it with the help of his grace. Advent is a time for us to see where we are 

at in this process, and the grace of the sacraments – especially of confession – comes to our aid. In 

the second reading, Saint Paul referred to the Lord as “the God of endurance and encouragement” 

– the God who is on our side. We do need to be shaken from our slumber. But once awake, we 

find a loving and merciful God who is all too eager to help us.  


