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 In households all over the country – and in other parts of the world – 

children are united these days in one special task:  assembling their Christmas list.  

Often, the list is put together in anticipation of the annual visit to Santa.  I must say 

that I have no idea where Santa currently receives visitors when he is in Memphis.  

As those Memphians of my generation know, the real Santa was always at 

Goldsmith’s downtown at the end of the Enchanted Forest – these days, I suppose 

Santa hangs out on Facebook.  Modern children probably tweet him their list.  That 

wasn’t always the case.  Every year we’d make the trek all the way downtown and 

marvel at the Enchanted Forest.  Then we’d line up in our best clothes – for the 

obligatory photo, of course – and tell Santa the two or three or twenty or thirty 

things that we just had to have.  One of the biggest challenges of the holiday 

season was memorizing your list so that you could rattle it off to Santa – and 

Grandma – without leaving anything important out.  Bicycles and Legos and Hot 

Wheels always made the list; socks never did.  Yet for some reason, socks always 

showed up.  That’s the memory of Christmas for many of us – Christmas meant 

getting everything – or almost everything – that you wanted. 

 

 Hopefully, in the years since our childhood, most of us have grown up a bit.  

We no longer see Christmas as one big shopping spree – as the time to have all of 

our material wishes fulfilled.  That’s what it means to grow up, to become mature.  

Children see themselves as the center of the universe.  Everything revolves around 

them – around their needs, their comforts, their desires.  Adults recognize that we 

have to share this world, that we have responsibilities for our families, for our 

friends, for our neighbors.  Christmas – life – becomes less and less about me and 

more and more about others.  At least that’s the way that is it supposed to work.  

We’ve all met supposedly mature people who are just as self-centered as any 4-

year old, who continue to think of themselves as the center of the universe.  And, if 

we are honest with ourselves, we have to admit that there are times in our lives 

when we are pretty self-centered as well, when we expect to come first and 

everyone else to satisfy our needs.  This continual process of moving beyond 

ourselves and recognizing our responsibilities for others is the process of maturity.  

In spiritual terms, we call it conversion.  The call to conversion, to changing our 

lives from one focused on ourselves to one focused on God and on our neighbor is 

the call of this Advent season, the call of John the Baptist.   

 



 In our gospel today, John has already challenged the crowds to repent and be 

baptized, to produce good fruits as evidence of their repentance and not to rely 

upon the fact that Abraham is their father.  It is not enough, John told the crowds, 

to be born Jewish – one must live as though the covenant matters.  If John were 

living in our time, I dare say he would tell us – “It is not enough to claim Jesus as 

your Savior, to be born Catholic or Christian, you must live as though Christ is the 

center of your life.”  And so, as this gospel passage begins, the crowds begin to ask 

– “What should we do?”  That’s the question of conversion, the question of 

maturity, isn’t it?  Someone immature will ask – “What are you going to do for 

me?  What gifts will you give me?  How can you make my life better?”  The 

mature person, the true Christian will ask – “What should I do?”  In this season of 

Advent, as we prepare to celebrate the great gift of the incarnation in the midst of 

what has become the most commercial of holidays, the question, “What should we 

do?” should ring loudly in our ears. 

 

 Note John’s responses.  He doesn’t say – you should buy more.  He doesn’t 

say – do nothing, God will provide.  He doesn’t say – oh, just say a couple of 

prayers.  John gives the crowd concrete examples of how they can repent and live 

out the message he had preached – share with those who have none, stop collecting 

more than what is required, be honest and be satisfied with what you have.  Not 

exactly the message you hear in television commercials or from the halls of 

government, is it?  If you’ll only buy our product or support our latest spending 

proposal, all your troubles will be over.  No one runs commercials saying:  live 

with less this year, be satisfied with what you have – even though that is the 

message that most of us need to hear.  Advertisers want to appeal to the selfish 

child in all of us – the one who can’t get enough, the one who still feels like the 

center of the universe.  The gospel reminds us that God is the center, the creator of 

the universe – that all of us are here at his will and by his merciful grace.  It is a 

message for grown-ups, for the spiritually mature.  It is a message that calls us to 

conversion.  Will we hear that call to conversion this Advent or will we be too 

busy making out our Christmas list? 


