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Mario came to the United States in 1920. He had been born in Sicily in 1901, and at the age of 
19 he got on a boat to come to New York, hoping to escape the crushing poverty of his native 
land. 
 
When I first met Mario, he had already celebrated his 85th birthday. Yet his daily routine was the 
same – he still got up early each morning, went to daily Mass, then arrived at the local Italian 
grocery store, where he swept the floor, cleaned windows, and carried boxes. 
 
I once asked Mario, “Why are you still working so hard?” And he said, “Father, I knew that if I 
stayed in Sicily, my children would be locked into a life of poverty. So I came here without a 
nickel to my name. I worked two jobs each day, and I took on extra work on weekends. I sent my 
kids to Catholic schools, then paid tuition so that all five could go to college.”  
 
He said, “you don’t understand, Father. No one in my family had ever graduated from High 
school. That’s why I worked so hard…so that my children and grandchildren could have a better 
life.  And now, I work each day, because I have started a savings account for my great 
grandchildren to go to college. They haven’t been born yet, but I want them to have a better life 
too.” 
 
I was awestruck. Mario is like so many immigrants of his generation, and today. They left their 
homelands, they came to the new world. And they work hard, so that their CHIDLREN and 
grandchildren could have a better life. Mario’s hard work was not undertaken so that HE could 
have a better life. He worked so that his children, grandchildren, and unborn great grandchildren 
could be blessed.  
 
What amazing humility, and generosity. It is the story of generations of immigrants, who lived 
and worked so that someone else could be blessed. It’s what drove so many people then, and 
now, to seek opportunity here. 
 
In today’s Gospel, we encounter a man whose whole life was marked by humility and 
generosity. His name is John the Baptist. 
 
Msgr. Kevin Irwin, who teaches at The Catholic University of America, once observed that John 
the Baptist stands before us as a model of unprecedented self-effacement – humility -  before 
God. 
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When John begins his preaching ministry in the desert outside of Jerusalem, he is aware that his 
mission is important to all of Israel. And he gets noticed. 
 
But, as soon as Jesus arrives on the scene, John humbly stands aside, so that Jesus may become 
the focus. John worked hard to prepare people for the coming of God’s promised one, but he did 
not seek glory for himself.  
 
As important as John’s work was, he was fully aware that he was NOT the messiah! John’s 
preaching was important, but it is the preaching of Jesus that is most important. John’s baptism 
was significant – but Jesus is the one who baptizes us in water and the spirit – the spirit that leads 
to eternal life.  
 
John drew great crowds by the power of his preaching – but as soon as Jesus arrives at the 
Jordan, John points to Jesus and says, “Behold the Lamb of God. Behold the one you are really 
looking for. Behold the one who really matters. He is the messiah. He’s the one we should focus 
on. I am not the light, I am not the Christ, I am not the messiah,” John said. Jesus is most 
important – not  me. 
 
My friend Mario worked hard his whole life – not for himself, but rather to lead others to a better 
life. John the Baptist expended all his energy – and in the end he shed is blood – in order to point 
us to Christ. John wants us to be blessed, so he works hard to lead us to Christ. 
 
Think about this for a moment. Because of his preaching, John had become famous. He had 
followers. And many people were saying to him, “You are the savior!” Think how tempting it 
would have been for John to become selfish and self-centered. John could have decided that life 
was all about him! 
 
But John the Baptist, this self- effacing, humble man, teaches me at least two things this Advent 
Sunday day. First, John reminds me again and again that I am not God. Some people thought that 
John might be the savior. But he made it clear – I am not God. I am not the messiah.  
 
I need to remember that lesson each day, because in many ways, I act like I am God! I act like I 
am in charge of everything, in control of everything, in command of the details. 
 
Many of us, even if we CALL ourselves Christians, behave like functional atheists. There are 
large portions of our daily work where we never once ask God to be in charge, or ask God to 
show us what to do. We act as though, in those portions of our lives, WE ARE GOD. We act as 
though it’s up to us to save things, set things right, be in control.  How many of us are working 
ourselves weary because we think that we ARE the messiah?  
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There is a Messiah – It’s not me. It’s not you. It’s Jesus. 
 
And there is one other thing that John the Baptist calls me to remember this Advent day: Life is 
not about me. So much of my daily work, my daily effort, is directed toward things that will 
make me happy.  
 
I can manipulate relationships, situations, opportunities, so that I become the focus, and I become 
the beneficiary. But just like those immigrants who worked hard so that their grandchildren 
could be blessed, John the Baptist strove mightily throughout his life to help other people by 
pointing toward the ultimate blessing – he pointed us to Christ. 
 
Success in life is not measured by what I get for myself – success is measured by what I have 
done for others. Success is not measured by what I can grasp, cling to, control – Success is 
measured by the ways that I have helped lift up the burdened, consoled the weary, blessed those 
most in need. Success is not measured by my achievement, my ambition, my agenda – success is 
measured by the ways in which my life has become a blessing even to those not yet born. 
 
My life is not about me – it’s about helping even those who are not born to have a better life, by 
knowing Jesus Christ. 
 
In his humility, John the Baptist pointed away from himself, toward Jesus. In his humility, Jesus 
himself was born in a barn, wrapped in cloth. In his humility, our savior comes to us again, in the 
humble form of bread and wine. Come, let us adore him. 

 

Copyright 2014 by Rev. Michael A. Renninger. All rights reserved. 


