At the beginning of today’s Holy Gospel (cf. Matt 3:1-12) we hear how John the Baptist came preaching ‘in the wilderness’; indeed, the Evangelist Matthew tells us that John was the fulfilment of Isaiah’s prophecy – he was, ‘the voice of one crying in the wilderness, “Prepare a way for the Lord, make His paths straight”’(cf. Isa. 40:3). John, we are told, remained in the desert, while great crowds came to him, to confess their sins and to receive a baptism of repentance. 
	Throughout Sacred Scripture, deserts have been places of enormous spiritual significance. The harshness of the desert serves as a metaphor for our need to seek refuge in God. The relentless heat of the desert reminds us of those times in our lives when we pass through the fires of frustration, or injustice or temptation. The cold barrenness of the desert speaks to those times when we grapple with loneliness or desolation. The dryness of the desert mirrors how our soul thirsts for the God of our life (cf. Ps. 63). 
However, time and again, God sustains and provides for His holy people in the wilderness, just as Jesus fed the hungry crowd in a lonely place (cf. Matt. 15:33; Mk. 8:4). Also, when the desert bursts into life after rain, we are reminded of God’s power to breathe new life into old bones (cf. Ezek. 37: 1-14) and of His desire to restore and to fulfil everything that He has promised (cf. Isa. 35:1, 51:3). 
	Today, then, as we pilgrim towards celebrating the birth of our Saviour, we mustn’t be disturbed if we find ourselves wondering through some sort of desert. Perhaps, for example, a relationship which was once so full of life, now feels joyless or barren. Perhaps the monotony of our daily lives or the treadmill of endless worries has brought upon us a heavy weariness. Perhaps, like a rock in the desert wind, we’ve been worn down by some cruel suffering which has left us feeling misery, lonely and unloved. 
However, whatever desert we might be struggling through, we must never forget that, throughout Sacred Scripture, the desert is also a place of encounter – it is a place where God breaks through our fatigues and our solitude so as to bring us to greater intimacy with Him; it is in the desert that God reveals His Holy Name, and bids us come to Him over holy ground.   
The extraordinary spiritual character of the desert is captured in the scene in which Moses beholds the burning bush. As he approached this Divine fire which did not consume, Moses was not the sort of man we would imagine God having chosen for a special mission. At this decisive moment in his life, Moses was an exile; he had been estranged from his people, estranged from the land of his birth and estranged from the culture he had grown up in. Having killed an Egyptian, he had been cast from the heights of Pharoah’s palace to the depths of a desert existence. Before the burning bush, Moses was now a middle-aged man, shepherding another man’s flock. And yet, this is the man who God chose.
My dear brothers and sisters, the many deserts in our lives are difficult places to endure and to pass through. Yet, we must never forget that God is with us in each one of our wildernesses; He is with us in our thirst for life and for love, He is with us in our desire to be saved and to reach the Promised Land. Advent is a sacred time in which we are called to ponder upon how God is speaking to us in the stillness of our hearts; it is a time when we embrace the silence of the desert so that we may watch for the dawn of our salvation in the coming of Christ. So, this Advent, using the words of St. Paul in today’s Second Reading (cf. Rom. 15:5), may the God of endurance and encouragement bless us, that we might, with one voice, glorify the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, Who is, Who was, and Who is to come (cf. Rev.1:8).
