
ABBOT ELIAS DIETZ, O.C.S.O. 

Chapter Talk, Sunday, June 24, 2018 

 

 

 

Feast of the Birth of St. John the Baptist 
The feasts of the liturgical year that mark a birth are among the most joyful: 
the Nativity of our Lord, especially, but also the Birth of Mary and the Birth 

of John the Baptist. Together they form a sort of constellation around the 

fundamental mystery of God’s saving plan for us through the Incarnation. 

But each of these feasts has its own character and teaches its own lessons. Not 

only are they an occasion for joy, but they also teach us what Christian joy is 

all about. 

When we look at the Birth of John the Baptist, we first of all see the figure 

of Zechariah. In fact, he is the first person Saint Luke mentions in his gospel. 

In spite of his importance as a priest and elder, his life is marked by sadness 

at bearing no children. His sadness was so deep that not even the appearance of 

an angel with a message of hope and consolation could raise his spirits. Because 

of his doubt in God’s plan, he spends nine months in a helpless sort of silence. 

Mute, he has to stay in the background, watching God’s plan unfold without his 

participation. But at a crucial moment he is called into action: he has the final 

say in the naming of his son. Only now do we find out what has been going on inside 

of Zechariah during these months of withdrawal and silence. 

He asks for a tablet, and forms the letters that signify his conformity to God’s 

plan. The boy is to be called John, as the angel had announced. Zechariah thus 

steps aside to allow God’s plan to move ahead: he renounces his right to leave 

a mark on the world by perpetuating his own name. And his inner state is now 

revealed: his newly freed tongue speaks the praises of God in the Benedictus, 

a joyful song that has been sung daily in the Church for centuries and centuries. 

The joy of Zechariah is the fruit of a long and hidden struggle, of a deep and 

personal renunciation, and of a final openness to whatever God has in store not 

only for him, but for his whole people. 



And then there is John the Baptist himself, who, like his father, is a man of 

withdrawal and silence until the crucial moment arrives. “He was in the desert 

until the day of his manifestation to Israel,” Luke tells us. And, like his father, 

his conformity to God’s plan involved renunciation and stepping aside. “I am not 

he” was John’s key confession. His place was not to be the center of attention, 

but only “the friend of the bridegroom.” Precisely because he knew and kept his 

place could he take joy in the arrival of One greater than he.  

So, in whatever state of mind this feast finds us, we can pray for the grace of 

the kind of spiritual joy we see in the lives of Zechariah and John. That joy 

can only come if we are ready to embrace whatever renunciation God may require 

of us. And such renunciation opens the way for those joys to flood our own lives 

and the lives of those around us. 
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