We have in the Gospel today the Jewish people’s and Jewish authorities attempts to determine what John the Baptist is all about.  They’re questioning him about his identity and his motives for being there, wanting to discredit him and break up the big following that he has.  I think, as this story is told, it’s revealing to us in a way three different types of people: 

1) People like the priests and Levites that the Jews send to John.  They speak to him first, and they spend their time questioning John about who he is and who he is not.  
2) Then we have people like the Pharisees, who are next to question him.  They busy themselves with questions about John’s purpose and his actions, why he’s doing the things he’s doing.     

3) Then we have people like John the Baptist himself, who never feels the need to question anyone or anything because he knows who he is and who he is not, and he knows his God-given purpose in life.  

And I think that leads us to the biggest difference among these types of people – the first two groups have no idea who they really are, absolutely no concept of their identity in Jesus Christ.  So instead of taking the time to figure that out, they’re more concerned with the business of others.  But the other type of person, exemplified by John the Baptist, is the type that has discovered their life in Jesus Christ.  They understand who they are in him, and they understand they are instruments to be used by God in this world to build up His Kingdom of peace and love.  

I wonder, if we were to honestly reflect on our lives, which group would we place ourselves in?  Are we like the priests and Levites, always asking, “Just who do you think you are?”, maybe questioning authority or trying to put others down in order to raise ourselves up?  Or are we like the Pharisees, always critical of others actions, talking about what so-and-so said or did the other day?  Or are we like John the Baptist, joyful and accepting of who we are—with all our strengths and weaknesses—and therefore not feeling the need to judge others or be critical of them?  

Shouldn’t the life God gave us be more about fostering our own relationship with Jesus Christ, growing in holiness, striving to grow in our identity in Christ? – more concerned with the questions “Who am I?” and “Who is Jesus?”?  Aren’t our energies better spent discovering that we are children of God and understanding what that means, rejoicing in the gifts and talents God gave us, and knowing that we are called to use those gifts for great things?  That’s what sets the John the Baptists of the world apart from the others.  They can rejoice—they’re joyful!—because they have discovered their identity in Christ.  These people understand who they are and strive to grow in Christian virtue while rooting out vice, and instead of spending their energies by criticizing or finding fault with others, they invite others through their words and actions to a deeper relationship with Christ.  These people live in true freedom, and they live in true joy.  
We’re celebrating Gaudete Sunday today – Gaudete is a word meaning “Let us rejoice.”  We are called to a life of joy, but what can we rejoice in?  First of all, we rejoice in the coming celebration of Christ’s birth, the coming of our Savior into the world.  And second, we rejoice in the invitation to discover our identity in Jesus Christ, in knowing that Christ belongs to us and we belong to Christ.  From beginning to end, our joy is found in God and in His Son Jesus.  

I think Isaiah said it best: “I rejoice heartily in the Lord, in my God is the joy of my soul.”  Do we sincerely embrace God as “my God”?  A true embrace of God as entirely mine and entirely yours – the same God, the same Divine Presence, but given entirely for each of us individually.  
It’s no secret that we find greater satisfaction in things that we know belong to us.
· A young person, when they get their first car: They take meticulous care of it, washing it and making sure it gets regular maintenance, they’re careful driving it so they don’t ding it up too much.  
· A couple’s newborn baby: They hold its little hands and gaze into its big eyes, marveling at the wonder of new life that they created in the beautiful act of married love.  
· A graduate, who stands proudly with their diploma, knowing that they have accomplished something all on their own that will open doors for the future.  
These things fill us with pride, a sense of accomplishment and fulfillment.  We feel good about these things because they belong to us, we have ownership of it – we can say, “This is mine.”  And that brings us joy.  But consider, all of that good feeling wrapped up together into one, multiplied by a thousand, is just the beginning of the true joy that God has in store for us when we recognize that He belongs to us, and when we recognize that He gave us His Son as well, who we’ll welcome in just a couple weeks.  
Jesus Christ came so that he might belong to us and we might belong to him.  When we think about that, it’s an amazing thought!  The Lord gave Himself to us, and we offer ourselves to Him!  It’s about that relationship.  There, in Him, we find our joy, and in us He finds His joy.  What more do we need to know?  That knowledge—that relationship—gives us purpose and meaning, and that’s what sets us apart from the rest of the world.  Because we know who we are and who we belong to.  And so as we go about our week and as we prepare for the coming birth of Christ, we heed Isaiah’s words, to “Rejoice in God, the joy of our soul!”
