
Third Sunday of Advent 
The Power of Words 

Once preaching on this very gospel passage, St. Augustine said, “When I think about 
what I am going to say, the word or message is already in my heart. So that the word 
already in my heart may find place also in yours, I use my voice to speak to you. The 
sound of my voice brings the meaning of the word to you and then (the voice) passes 
away. The word which the voice has brought to you is now in your heart, yet it still is 
also in mine.” 

Words have powerful impacts in our lives, for good or evil. Much of our news involves 
words being used to tear down, destroy, and attack personal dignity. We just finished 
another national political campaign that continually finds new ways to demonize 
others with fear mongering and half-truths. 

Social media has allowed the most despicable written attacks on anyone else so willing 
to be a participant of such media communication. Often these attacks can be 
conducted anonymously so that the one defaming someone else’s character is 
responsible not only for the evil inflicted but also the cowardice of avoiding public 
accountability. 

We hear and know of many of our young people badgered and bullied by social media 
resulting in deep wounds to their personhood, at times leading to self-harm and even 
suicide. These use of words and language tears at the sacredness of the human person 
and tears communities apart. 

St. Augustine’s reflection on today’s gospel reminds us that words also have the power 
to heal, console, restore, encourage, forgive, motivate for justice, and live with dignity. 
Our faith tells us because these words come from God, these words are far more 
powerful than those used to inflict harm and thus build an eternal foundation in the 
human soul. 

John the Baptist is questioned by the religious leaders of his time as to his identity 
and purpose. These leaders may be expressing a healthy skepticism or a cynical denial 
of the Baptist’s ministry. After rejecting the identities of “Messiah” and “prophet”, it 
could have been assumed that he was a “nobody”. But the Baptist refuses to be locked 
into their categories of how God moves in the world. 

“Who are you?” they ask.  He responds, “I am a voice.” The Baptist’s use of words 
revealed his identity before God, and this is enough of an identity for him. He is “a 
voice” that proclaims words preparing for the Messiah’s coming into the world. His 
voice will fade away, but the power of his words will remain.  The one he is preparing 
the way for will also speak when he comes, but neither he nor his words will ever fade 
away. The one the Baptist prepares for never fades but is eternal. 

St. Augustine says his voice communicates the power of the gospel from his heart to 
the heart of all those called to believe. His voice fades away, but the word of the gospel 
in his heart and the heart of listeners remains and grows stronger and deeper rooted. 
St. Augustine eventually died, but his sermons and writings continue to feed the soul 
hungering for deeper relationship with Christ. This is the power of Christ living 
eternally and his words having eternal authority in our hearts. 

Our true identity is revealed in relationship with the Lord Jesus Christ. The word in 
his heart, communicated through the Church’s mission, remains in our heart. On the 
last day, the Church will pass away, but the word of God in our hearts will remain 
forever. 



We are often remembered by others by the words we used. Think about conversations 
regarding memories of someone from the past. They almost always include their use of 
words such as “This one was always angry” or “This one never said an unkind word 
about anyone” or “No matter what I did it was never enough for this one” or “This was 
the one I always went to and heard exactly what I needed to hear”. 

Many grew up hearing only a more caustic speech and words that were “put downs”. 
Because that is all they knew, they have continued such language in their own 
relationships. There are two groups of children doomed to a life of disappointment if 
no further intervention. One group of children grew up hearing they were “good for 
nothing”. Another group grew up hearing that “nothing is too good” for them. 

The reality is, it may have been all they have known, but it is not all that there is. 
God’s grace is always ready to show new ways of relating, new ways of communicating. 
We are all responsible to God for the way we use words and the gift of speech. 

We know the power of words when someone offered words of comfort, challenge, or 
support. Think about a difficult time in your own life when everything seemed dark or 
foreboding. Was there something you remembered said to you from a parent, 
grandparent, teacher, friend, (please God) a priest or religious sister that gave you the 
strength you needed. 

From that spoken word, you found new strength, deeper hope and the grace to move 
forward. That is the power of words, especially spoken from God’s heart through 
someone else’s heart. We have the power to do the same for others, and God will 
always provide those opportunities if we are praying and paying attention. 

Everyone has the power of words for good or evil towards others. As people of faith, we 
have the power of God’s word already in our hearts. We can choose to share this word 
in many different opportunities in our daily life. 

Sometimes our words need to be difficult. An employer may need to tell someone they 
really aren’t right for the job they have applied for or the job they currently have. 
Parents may need to tell a son or daughter addicted to drugs they must stay out of the 
house unless they are seriously working towards sobriety. We may need to challenge 
someone’s behavior and we search for the right words to do so. 

Even these opportunities present us with the power of God’s word. There are words 
that can be difficult to say but can still help someone to face their faults and draw the 
best from within them. There is a difference between words that are honest and caring 
and words that are cruel and abusive. There are words that can challenge and words 
that condemn. There are words that dignify and words that shame. There are words 
that are controlling and manipulative and words that are empowering and liberating. 
How are we using words in our relationships and commitments? Do they come from 

God’s heart or from somewhere else? 

St. John the Baptist rejoiced identifying himself as a “voice of one crying out make 
straight the way of the Lord.” He knew that God’s word spoken would never die or even 
fade. Long after his voice, long after his own life, God’s word would hold firm and 
remain powerful. Letting our own voice continually speak God’s words already in our 
heart to ours to others will prepare the Lord’s way in the world we live. 

 


