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Any good and wise Priest will know to make the sermon short and sweet on Annual meeting
Sunday.  I hope this will achieve that goal.

John the Baptist makes me squirm.  Smack dab in the middle of a jolly season, just when I’m 
beginning to enjoy all the trappings of Christmas—all the goodies, the sight of all the
decorations, the ringing of the Salvation Army bells, all the shopping that has unsued—in walks
John the Baptist to my holiday cheer.  “You brood of vipers!  Who warned you to flee from the
wrath to come?”  “Come on”  I think, “John, can’t you find a better way to spread good cheer of
what is to come?”  This is not the Christmas preparation I am expecting or wanting—what
happened to the ‘goodwill toward all people bit… the ‘tidings of comfort and joy sentiments?”
All John has to say is repent!   

John the Baptist epitomizes the contrast between the Church’s celebration of Advent and the 
holiday season we find around us—that’s exactly why he makes me squirm.  In the midst of
shopping malls, the rush of the holidays, and all the busyness, John the Baptist feels like a street
preacher—unexpected and generally unwanted.  We want to move quickly toward the message
‘peace on earth,’ ‘goodwill,’ and scoot away from the harder words of Advent.  But they just
keep coming this Advent season.
  
Our Advent collects use gloomy phrases like “sorely hindered by our sins,” “works of darkness,”
and “preaching repentance.”  

I’d plan to talk about repentance, and how this gloomy Advent imagery—if we wait for it—leads
to the joy of Christmas.   
  
Our gospel passage today makes three moves that speak to the journey of repentance.  First, John
encourages the people of Israel to remember that they are sinful, that their lives do not perfectly
reflect the beauty, generosity, and love God intended for us.  The “brood of vipers” rhetoric
might seem a bit harsh to us, but it certainly makes the point.  Second, John tells the Israelites to
“bear fruits worthy of repentance”:  “Whoever has two coats must share with anyone who has
none; and whoever has food must do likewise.”  To the tax collector and soldier John says do not
extort money, or take bribes.  For John repentance is not simply a matter of saying ‘I’m sorry’ to
God, but to also do something that takes us outside of ourselves, that reminds us that our lives
are not our own.  Third and finally, our passage closes with John speaking of the Messiah who is
to come:  John’s message of repentance is connected with the coming of Jesus—with God
manifesting God’s self in our lives in an unexpected holy way.



   
This three-fold movement in the text mirrors the three-fold movement of repentance in our 
Advent journey.  First Advent encourages us to acknowledge our sin:  to see that our lives fall
short of the goodness God has in mind for creation.  We fail to show generosity to our neighbor,
we abuse God’s creation around us, and we neglect to love God.  Second Advent reminds us to
do good deeds—to “bear fruits worthy of repentance.”  Whether with the Salvation Army or
some other ministry, in Advent we find ways to step outside of ourselves, to show a selfless
concern for others.  And third we wait for the Messiah:  having prepared our hearts by confessing
our sins, we wait for the arrival of Jesus Christ in this world—we watch expectantly for God to
come to us.  In this three-fold movement we see that all this talk about sin in Advent might
actually get us somewhere:  repentance prepares us for salvation. Repentance clears the way;
Repentance makes space for God to enter.  With our hearts ready, God can come into our lives.
Think of those places where you/we resist God and are reluctant for God to be present.  As we
open up more and more of ourselves to God, we find that more of ourselves reflect the gifts that
God gives:  love, joy, peace, generosity, faithfulness, hope.  These are the gifts that come with
repentance, the gifts that come with opening ourselves to God.  

John the Baptist might make me squirm and Advent might seem a killjoy in the midst of a 
“holly, jolly Christmas,” but maybe that’s OK after all.  Because repentance isn’t an end in itself:
repentance makes space for God to enter our lives, and that’s the goal.  Realizing our sin pushes
us to carry out “fruits of repentance” which readies our hearts for God’s arrival in our lives.  It’s
hard work, but it’s what leads to the joy of Christmas—the joy of knowing with all of our being
that God is with us.  AMEN.  

 


