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SUMMARY
John the Baptist took his stand in the wilderness to prepare the way of the Lord. We can do the same … and do it much closer to home.

AT A GLANCE
Gardening, prayer and contemplation, recreation, farmers markets, and even housing — church parking lots can be all these things, connecting the church with the community and building a bridge to Jesus. 

ALTERNATE READINGS
For material based on today’s epistle text, see “Let People Check You Out!,” December 4, 2016. 

Most church parking lots are vast, open spaces. They sit mostly empty, except on Sunday mornings. Think of them as dry, hard, wilderness areas. 
If John the Baptist appeared today, he wouldn’t be speaking inside the church building. No, he would stand on the pavement of the parking lot and cry out, “Repent, for the kingdom of heaven has come near” (Matthew 3:2).
No climate-controlled sanctuary for John. No soft seats. No high-tech sound system.
For John, repentance begins in the parking lot.
The gospel of Matthew tells us that John was the one who the prophet Isaiah was talking about when he said, “The voice of one crying out in the wilderness: ‘Prepare the way of the Lord; make his paths straight’” (v. 3).
This sounds more like traffic engineering than theology. John has come to prepare the way of the Lord, and to make his paths straight. John is trying to get people to go the right way, move in the correct direction. If they are ignoring directional arrows or entering through an exit, he turns them around.
That’s what “repentance” means. It’s an about-face; a 180-degree turn; a change of heart or mind.
“Repent,” says John, “for the kingdom of heaven has come near.” If you are going the wrong way, turn yourself around. Repent.

Rush Hour Traffic
When John first came on the scene, he wasn’t wearing a yellow parking vest and carrying traffic control wands. He “wore clothing of camel’s hair with a leather belt around his waist, and his food was locusts and wild honey” (v. 4). He had a lot of heavy traffic to deal with because the residents of Jerusalem, Judea and the region around the Jordan River were coming to him. Matthew tells us that “they were baptized by him in the river Jordan, confessing their sins” (v. 6).
Repent. Confess. Be baptized. Good things were happening in the Jordan River. Repent is “a hopeful word in any day,” says Chandler Brown Stokes, a Presbyterian pastor. “To proclaim repentance is to say that change is possible. A life headed off the road need not end at the bottom of the cliff. A life at the bottom of the cliff need not remain there.”
Yes, repentance is a hopeful word because it says that change is possible. That’s good news today, and it is good news any day. If you are headed off the road, drifting from the way, veering off the straight path … turn around. With God’s help, change is possible.
John knew that a turnaround was needed for groups as well as individuals. That is why he said to the Pharisees and Sadducees who were coming for baptism, “You brood of vipers! Who warned you to flee from the wrath to come? Bear fruit worthy of repentance” (vv. 7-8). He told them that their family connection to Father Abraham was not going to save them, because God could use stones — perhaps even gravel from the parking lot — to raise up children to Abraham. Instead, the Pharisees and the Sadducees needed to chop down every tree in their lives that was not bearing good fruit.

Driving in God’s Lane
What exactly does it mean to bear fruit “worthy of repentance”? Arlette D. Benoit Joseph, an Episcopal priest, says that “it means that our lives reflect a lifestyle, action and choice pattern which are consistent with having repented of sin.” It means that our actions make “a declaration against the destructive things of this world in favor of aligning ourselves with the beautiful things of the kingdom of God.”
Fruit worthy of repentance. A lifestyle, an action and a choice pattern. A declaration against the destructive things of this world. As The New Living Translation of the Bible lays it out: “Prove by the way you live that you have repented of your sins and turned to God” (v. 8).
This a challenge for us as individuals, and a challenge for us as groups. John wants us to show that we have turned to God, in our personal actions and our congregational actions.
That’s why repentance begins in the parking lot.
In an article called “Reimagining the church parking lot,” a Baptist pastor named G. Travis Norvell challenges us to think about parking lots in a new way. He makes some powerful suggestions about ways these hard, wilderness spaces can be better aligned with the beautiful things of the kingdom of heaven.
Imagine turning a few parking spaces into a tiny park “for neighbors to congregate and have coffee,” he says. Or an outdoor parking-space-sized chapel — “an intimate holy place to rest, pray and meditate, like a way-station along an ancient pilgrimage route.”
Or imagine a straw bale garden, he suggests. “In one parking space, you can fit 20 straw bales directly on top of the asphalt. These 20 straw bales can yield enough produce to feed a family of four throughout the summer and fall. Imagine the symbolism of a church giving up two parking spaces to grow vegetables and then giving the food away. Or inviting people from the neighborhood to establish a community garden in some of its parking spaces.”
Norvell reports that “city neighborhood churches around North America are giving away their parking spaces on Saturday mornings to local farmers markets. For a few hours, a lifeless expanse of asphalt becomes a joyous, boisterous community.” 
Truly, this is fruit worthy of repentance.
Other ideas include painting a labyrinth on the parking lot for community contemplation. Or blocking off spaces so that neighborhood kids have a safe place to play. Or donating space for the construction of affordable housing.

A Path Home
The members of Fairfax Presbyterian Church, in the Virginia suburbs of Washington, D.C., know that the region has an affordable housing problem. Home prices have become out of reach for low-to-moderate-income residents. Church members want their children to be able to afford to live in the city of Fairfax, if they so choose, and they want their neighborhoods to be affordable to the teachers, firefighters, police officers and nurses that serve their community so well. 
To meet this need, they have repented in the parking lot. Beginning in 2017, they launched a plan to increase the stock of affordable housing. The plan is to build 10 townhouses in the parking lot of the church, in partnership with three non-profits: Habitat for Humanity of Northern Virginia, HomeAid and HomeStretch.
What makes the townhouses affordable is the church’s donation of the land, through a renewable 75-year lease. Since future owners of these homes will be purchasing only the structures, the cost will be much lower than if they had to buy the land. This model for affordable housing can be replicated throughout the country, on property owned by a variety of denominations. Congregations today may not have much money, but many do have valuable land.
Another key is the partnerships that these church members have developed to advance this project. Habitat for Humanity will be building the townhouses, with participation by future owners, and will be handling the mortgages as well. HomeAid will be contributing the expertise, time and resources of builders and trade partners. HomeStretch will be the owner of two of the 10 townhouses, and will use these homes to move qualified families from homelessness to sustainable housing.
The members of Fairfax Presbyterian have chosen a lifestyle, action and choice pattern consistent with having repented. They are making a declaration against the destructive things of this world in favor of aligning themselves with the beautiful things of the kingdom of heaven.
They have repented in the parking lot.

A Bridge to the Community
All these efforts, whether individual or congregational, are designed to prepare the way of the Lord, and to make his paths straight. They are attempts to build a bridge between the church and the community, just as John the Baptist came to build a bridge between Jesus and the people around him. “I baptize you with water for repentance,” said John, “but the one who is more powerful than I is coming after me; I am not worthy to carry his sandals. He will baptize you with the Holy Spirit and fire” (v. 11).
John knew that his ministry in the wilderness did not have tremendous value. Instead, his words and his acts of baptizing were an important bridge to Jesus. In the same way, our church parking lots do not have great value in themselves. But they can be life-saving bridges to the church and to Jesus.
As we move toward Christmas, think of ways that a parking lot can be a better bridge for people who want to move closer to Jesus. We can use this wilderness space for gardening, for prayer and contemplation, for recreation, for hosting farmers markets and even for housing.
“The wilderness and the dry land shall be glad,” predicted the prophet Isaiah, “the desert shall rejoice and blossom; like the crocus it shall blossom abundantly, and rejoice with joy and singing” (35:1-2).
This will be true only if we turn ourselves around, go in a new direction, and reimagine what we are doing with our lives and resources. Only if we bear fruit worthy of repentance.
—Henry Brinton and Carl Wilton contributed to this material.
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THE OTHER TEXTS 
Isaiah 11:1-10 
What Is One Possible Approach to the Text?
Kid President for a Day. See the YouTube video, “What if You were Kid President for a day?” in which Kid President invites people to tell viewers what they’d change about the world. You might discuss the responses, and perhaps even interview some of your own congregation’s children (or teens or adults) about what they’d do if they were president for a day. This can easily lead the preacher to today’s text about the Peaceable Kingdom and its leader, a descendant of the house of David. Describe this leader (vv. 1-3a) and discuss the nature of his work in the kingdom (vv. 3b-6). Call the congregation to enlist in the work of bringing this world into reality.
What Does the Text Say?
Verse 1’s “shoot … from the stump of Jesse” and “branch … from its roots” and verse 10’s “root of Jesse” (Isaiah 6:13; Jeremiah 23:5; Revelation 22:16) are references to the dynasty of King David (Jesse’s son — Ruth 4:17, 22; 1 Samuel 16:19). God promised that he would establish a lasting dynasty for David (e.g., see 2 Samuel 7:12-16; Psalm 89:4, 29; Isaiah 9:7; Luke 1:31-33). “The spirit of the LORD shall rest on him …” (v. 2), followed by a list of attributes of the Lord’s Spirit upon faithful anointed kings of David’s line. God’s Spirit and anointing are associated in 1 Samuel 16:13; Isaiah 61:1, cited by Luke 4:18; Acts 10:38. “Messiah” (mashiach) is literally “anointed one,” as is “Christ” (cristoV). God’s promised one would judge with righteousness and inner insight, not just with his senses; he would look after the poor and meek, while killing the wicked (see Isaiah 42:1 ff., cited by Matthew 12:17 ff.). Verses 6-9 (and 65:17-25) describe “the peaceable kingdom.” What does not exist in nature (predators resting gently with prey), God will bring about through a child (v. 6), who will lead them. This is the same child promised otherwise in Isaiah, since verse 10’s descendent of Jesse is linked to verses 6-9 by the words “On that day.” The tree looked dead, but its stump will yield God’s shoot, for all (“peoples” is plural, as is “nations”; the entire earth will all know God — see 11:9, 12). God can do “the impossible.”

Psalm 72:1-7, 18-19 
What Is One Possible Approach to the Text?
The Virtuous Leader. Review what Confucius, Machiavelli and Rousseau had to say about good rulers. Since China is so much in the news, a focus on Confucius might be timely. See this Los Angeles Times article for some background information: latimes.com/archives/la-xpm-2010-oct-01-la-oe-gardner-confucius-20101001-story.html. This is a shift in official Chinese policy, given that Mao, during the Cultural Revolution, basically kicked Confucius under the bus. Yet 30 years later, the first Olympics to be held in China opened to the words of Confucius, not Mao. Here is what Daniel Gardner says in the article: “Confucius gave attention to two overarching matters: what makes for good government, and what makes for a morally good individual. His answers were elegant — and compelling — in their simplicity. Good government rules not by physical force but through moral force. The ideal ruler embodies virtue, which is expressed in his unfailingly benevolent treatment of the people. In turn, the people voluntarily, even eagerly, choose to follow him. Because government, to be good, requires a good ruler — and good officials — Confucius also characterizes what makes for a good person: someone who possesses a love of learning; strives to achieve benevolence, righteousness, propriety and wisdom; treats others as he would wish to be treated; is trustworthy and loyal as a friend, filial as a son and obedient as a subject; and, reciprocally, is affectionate and caring as a parent or an official.” Now, go to today’s psalm and compare, but especially, contrast the Confucian view with the psalmist’s ideas. One huge difference is the belief in one God. Confucius respected religions but interpreted them ethically. Difficult to find a god or divine being in Confucianism (thus the rapprochement between the Communist Party in China and Confucius.) The psalmist clearly sees himself as answerable to one God who has certain expectations. Explore other differences, such as the respective views of human nature and eternal life.
What Does the Text Say?
Psalm 72 is a prayer for a good king. It is a request to God to provide the king with the kind of justice and righteousness all nations need if they are to survive and prosper. Consistent with other biblical passages concerned with justice and righteousness, this psalm speaks of the poor and needy as being the objects of the king’s attention. One of the distinguishing marks of biblical justice, especially with regard to the responsibilities of the king, was its emphasis on protecting the economically, politically and socially vulnerable members of Israelite society — a perspective that has been called the Bible’s “preferential option for the poor” (an idea developed in liberation theology). Widows, orphans, foreigners and the poor were those most often identified by the Bible’s theologians as needing — and, by divine fiat, warranting — the king’s particular attention in matters of justice. This perspective is reflected in verses 1-4. The psalmist prays that the just ruler be granted a long reign — “as long as the moon” (v. 5) — and that the effect of his righteous rule be as beneficent as the “showers that water the earth” (v. 6). The net effect of this righteous rule is peace (v. 7). The psalm concludes with a doxological blessing of “the Lord, the God of Israel” (v. 18), who alone is able to unite the social and the natural, the political and the theological in such harmonious relationship that the result is nothing short of “wondrous” (v. 18).

Romans 15:4-13 
What Is One Possible Approach to the Text?
The God of Hope. This is the second Sunday of Advent, and it is the epistle text that raises the issue of hope most explicitly. This text begins with hope in verse 4 and ends with hope in verse 13. Our God is nothing if not the God of Hope. Of this hope the apostle says: 
1. It springs from “steadfastness” and the “encouragement” of Scripture (v. 4.). 
2. The object of our hope is the “root of Jesse” (v. 12).
3. The trickle-down benefits are “joy” and “peace” (v. 13).
4. Hope is something in which we are to “abound” (v. 13).
So, what does it mean to “abound” in hope? It might not be too hard to explain “abounding in joy,” or “abounding in love” or “abounding in peace.” But what does it mean for one to “abound” in hope? On the second Sunday of Advent, that’s a very good question.
What Does the Text Say?
Since Romans 16 contains farewell words of commendation and encouragement, Romans 15 essentially concludes the main body of the letter. Three important aspects of 15:4-13 are Paul’s reiteration of the “no distinction” motif, his use of the OT to bolster his argument and his emphasis on hope. In Romans 14 — summarized by his call to “pursue what makes for peace and for mutual upbuilding” (v. 19) — Paul seeks unity by promoting forbearance concerning food purity issues that typically cause division among first-century Jewish-Christians and Gentile-Christians. This call carries over into Romans 15 — “Each of us must please our neighbor for the good purpose of building up the neighbor” (v. 2). Paul then drives home his message with a powerful summation in verses 7-9a. Critical here is how the gracious action of Christ is the foundation and summons for Christians to act graciously toward others. Also important is how this part of the passage underscores the “no distinction” motif. The NRSV captures the sense of Paul’s emphasis with the parallel use of “in order that” connecting verses 8-9a, which places the confirmation of promises to Israel’s patriarchs in direct association with Gentiles glorifying God. Distinctions are overcome by the dynamic expanse of God’s grace in Christ. Moreover, Paul is clearly claiming that “no distinction” is grounded in the reality that Gentiles have been included all along in God’s purposes for Israel fulfilled in Christ. Paul immediately turns to the OT to back his claim. Paul refers in verse 9 to Psalm 18:49, verse 10 to Deuteronomy 32:43, verse 11 to Psalm 117:1, and verse 12 to Isaiah 11:10. These citations mark Israel’s gratitude for and trust in God’s faithfulness to deliver and fulfill promises which in turn engenders hope. Within 15:4-13 itself, hope begins and concludes the passage (vv. 4, 13). In 15:4, hope results from the steadfastness and encouragement of Scripture, which in turn Paul relates to the steadfastness and encouragement of God that grants us “to live in harmony with one another” (v. 5). Hope emerges from God’s grace, which then equips us to be agents of grace to others. Another dimension of hope is that of the Gentiles mentioned in 15:12. Here, in a manner akin to the past bolstering the present in 15:4, hope is placed in the historical perspective of God’s messianic purposes. Finally, in 15:13, hope is a present blessing from God that gives us the confidence to move into the future by the power of the Holy Spirit.

ANIMATING ILLUSTRATIONS
##

God did not wait till the world was ready …
God did not wait for the perfect time.
God came when the need was deep and great.
—Madeleine L’Engle, “First Coming,” in The Ordering of Love: The New and Collected Poems of Madeleine L’Engle (New York: Convergent Books, 2009), Kindle Edition.

##

When [Rev. Harvey] Vaughn heard a public radio report about homelessness and the lack of affordable housing in San Diego, he felt called to find a way for his church to get involved.
He shared his dream with Robbie Robinson, a member of his congregation, who told him about a new project in the works called Yes in God’s Back Yard, or YIGBY. The group hoped to build affordable housing units on church property around San Diego County.
The name is a reimagining of the old affordable housing debate between the “Not in my backyard” or NIMBY crowd and the “Yes in my backyard” or YIMBY contingents.
“One of the problems that they have in San Diego, especially, is getting affordable housing in neighborhoods because a lot of people don’t want you to build affordable housing,” Vaughn said.
He believed that his church could be part of the solution. 
—Kate Morrissey, “Yes in God’s Back Yard wants to build homes for those most in need of them,” Faith and Leadership, January 25, 2022, https://faithandleadership.com/.

##

John preaches in the wilderness, “Come and get it.” That’s a word for today. Hope appears in the wilderness. “It’s not over,” that hope said. There is a balm in Gilead. Grace is here, come and get it. And it’s yours for the asking.
My homiletics professor at McCormick Seminary, Don Wardlaw, always said, “Leave space for Auntie Grace.” And John’s preaching draws us nearer with grace. Auntie Grace. Auntie Grace says it doesn’t matter what you did, it matters what you can still do. … In the words of Walter Hawkins, “The wait is over. It’s your time.”
—Ozzie E. Smith Jr., “Come and Get It,” Day1.org.
https://day1.org/weekly-broadcast/61c1e69d6615fb3fcd0000fd/ozzie-smith-jr-come-and-get-it.
Retrieved June 22, 2022.

##

When I imagine John the Baptist urging people to prepare the way of the Lord, I think of my time as a trauma chaplain in a busy safety-net hospital in Minneapolis. It was important to have a direct path from the ambulance bay to the Stabilization Room so that our critical trauma patients could be quickly transported to life-sustaining help.
At that time the paramedics had a few corners to turn and occasionally an obstacle that had to be removed in order to get the patient where they needed to go. Years later, a redesign of the Emergency Department created a beeline straight to the Stabilization Room. It’s almost as if the planners took that Isaiah passage echoed by the Baptist literally: remove the obstacles, make the path straight, and the rough smooth so that people might be delivered from death and set on a healing path.
In Advent, Christians are encouraged to prepare themselves for Jesus’ birth by clearing a pathway in their hearts through repentance. But in Isaiah’s time, it was God who made a path in the desert for the captives to return home to Jerusalem. …
Christians think too small in Advent. It’s not primarily individual work that needs doing. It is not a time of exclusively private reflection. The coming of the Lord is always happening and requires lots of heavy lifting. As forgiven and free people of God in Christ, Christians are called to do the work of removing obstacles that keep people from the full, liberating deliverance of God. They are to level the hills and fill in the valleys so that everyone is on an equal footing. They are to remove any system, stumbling stone, or barrier that hinders the return. This is what it means to prepare the way of the Lord.
—Karen Hanson, “Prepare the Way,” Bearings Online, November 30, 2021.
https://collegevilleinstitute.org/bearings/prepare-the-way/.
Retrieved June 22, 2022.

##

For us 21st century Christians … “sin” and “repentance” are loaded words we try to avoid. Many of us, particularly those of us who grew up in fundamentalist circles, dislike the word “sin.” We associate it with shame, guilt, and condemnation.
Many of us also distrust the word because we’ve seen how easily it can be manipulated to justify one moralistic agenda over another. And yet, Advent begins with an honest, wilderness-style reckoning with sin. We can’t get to the manger unless we go through John, and John is all about repentance. …
What is sin, really? Growing up, I was taught that sin is “breaking God’s laws.” Or “missing the mark,” as an archer misses his target. Or “committing immoral acts.” These definitions aren't wrong, but they’re incomplete — they don’t go far enough. They don’t name the fullness of what we struggle with. Sin, at its heart, is a refusal to become fully human. It’s anything that interferes with the opening up of our whole hearts to God, to others, to creation, and to ourselves. Sin is estrangement, disconnection, sterility, disharmony. It’s the sludge that slows us down, that says, “Quit. Stop trying. Give up. Change is impossible.” 
Sin is apathy. Care-less-ness. A frightened resistance to an engaged life. Sin is the opposite of creativity, the opposite of abundance, the opposite of flourishing. Sin is a walking death. And it is easier to spot, name, and confess a walking death in the wilderness than it is anywhere else. …
Are you squirming yet? How is this good news, this portrait of a Jesus who judges, sorts, and burns us? 
I wonder if we squirm because we misconstrue the meaning of judgment. I tend to equate judgment with condemnation, but in fact, to judge something is to see it clearly — to know it as it truly is. In my dictionary, synonyms for judgment include discernment, acuity, sharpness, and perception. 
What if John is saying that the Messiah who is coming really sees us? That he knows us at our very core? Maybe the winnowing fork is an instrument of deep love, patiently wielded by the One who discerns in us rich harvests still hidden by chaff.
—Debie Thomas, “The Voice of One Crying,” Journey With Jesus for December 8, 2019.
https://www.journeywithjesus.net/essays/2470-the-voice-of-one-crying.
Retrieved June 22, 2022.

##

John apparently had second thoughts about [Jesus] later on, however, and it’s no great wonder. Where John preached grim justice and pictured God as a steely-eyed thresher of grain, Jesus preached forgiving love and pictured God as the host at a marvelous party or a father who can’t bring himself to throw his children out even when they spit in his eye. Where John said people had better save their skins before it was too late, Jesus said it was God who saved their skins, and even if you blew your whole bankroll on liquor and sex like the Prodigal Son, it still wasn’t too late. Where John ate locusts and honey in the wilderness with the church crowd, Jesus ate what he felt like in Jerusalem with as sleazy a bunch as you could expect to find. Where John crossed to the other side of the street if he saw any sinners heading his way, Jesus seems to have preferred their company to the WCTU, the Stewardship Committee, and the World Council of Churches rolled into one. Where John baptized, Jesus healed.
Finally, John decided to settle the thing once and for all and sent a couple of his disciples to put it to Jesus straight. “John wants to know if you’re the One we’ve been waiting for or whether we should cool our heels a while longer;’ they said (Luke 7:20), and Jesus said, “You go tell John what you’ve seen around here. Tell him there are people who have sold their seeing-eye dogs and taken up bird-watching. Tell him there are people who’ve traded in aluminum walkers for hiking boots. Tell him the down-and-out have turned into the up-and-coming and a lot of deadbeats are living it up for the first time in their lives. And three cheers for the one who can swallow all this without gagging” (Luke 7:22-23). When they asked Jesus what he thought about John, he said, “They don’t come any better, but when the Big Party Up There really gets off the ground, even John will look like small potatoes by comparison” (Luke 7:28).
Nobody knows how John reacted when his disciples came back with Jesus’ message, but maybe he remembered how he had felt that day when he’d first seen him heading toward him through the tall grass along the riverbank and how his heart had skipped a beat when he heard himself say, “Behold the Lamb of God who taketh away the sins of the world” (John 1:29), and maybe after he remembered all that and put it together with what they’d told him about the deadbeats and the aluminum walkers, he decided he must have been right the first time.
—Frederick Buechner, Peculiar Treasures: A Biblical Who’s Who (Harper & Row, 1979), 70.

##

(Poet Jane Kenyon conveys the emotions of a schoolgirl punished by her teacher for having a side-conversation during class, asking a fellow-student for help with math: a little parable of judgment, repentance and grace.)
Miss Moran sprang from her monumental desk
and led me roughly through the class
without a word. My shame was radical
as she propelled me past the cloakroom
to the furnace closet, where only the boys
were put, only the older ones at that.
The door swung briskly shut.
The warmth, the gloom, the smell
of sweeping compound clinging to the broom
soothed me. I found a bucket, turned it
upside down, and sat, hugging my knees.
I hummed a theme from Haydn that I knew
from my piano lessons ....
and hardened my heart against authority.
And then I heard her steps, her fingers
on the latch. She led me, blinking
and changed, back to the class.
—Jane Kenyon, excerpt from “Trouble with Math in a One-Room Country School,” Collected Poems (Graywolf Press, 2005).
https://www.poetryfoundation.org/poetrymagazine/poems/36164/trouble-with-math-in-a-one-room-country-school.
Retrieved June 22, 2022.

##

COMMENTARY 
Matthew 3:1-12
It’s enough to make one suspect that Jesus and his disciples were the first postmodernists. Today’s lection begins by calling us to remember the words of one of the greatest prophets of the past: “the prophet Isaiah” (v. 3). Yet our reading also looks forward to a future beyond all previous faith experience: “… one who is more powerful than I is coming after me … He will baptize you with the Holy Spirit and fire” (v. 11).
John the Baptist a postmodernist? It doesn’t take much of a stretch to see why John attracted such large, diverse crowds. Unlike the theological arguments voiced by pedantic Pharisees or the hairsplitting squabbles of the synagogue scribes, John the Baptist rivals all but Jesus in his ability to create an experience and invest an image with life and breath.
John the Baptist could not contain his mission or his message to the mincing minyans and proper prayer groups. Nothing less than the wide-open spaces and the roar of the river could satisfy John as a setting for his exuberant ministry. John himself embodied the out-of-doors, out-of-the-ordinary, out-of-this-world prophecy he proclaimed.
Our text gleefully celebrates John’s oddness. It is easy to envision this wild-eyed wild man when we are told he dressed in scruffy, scratchy “camel’s hair” held together by nothing more elaborate than an old “leather belt around his waist” (v. 4). First-century Jewish readers would easily recognize that John looks like the prophet Elijah (Zechariah 13:4; 2 Kings 1:8). John’s concern for his own basic needs was so insignificant that he was content to subsist on whatever he could lay his hands on in that open country — like “locusts and wild honey” (v. 4).
Unlike the “politically correct” questions with which the religious authorities would later try to trip up Jesus, John the Baptist engages his audience head-on with immediately accessible images. His metaphors translate his theological observations into clear judgments accessible to even the simplest bystander. A procession of Pharisees and Sadducees approached. These were two theologically different groups, who each felt they represented a kind of elite corps within the Jewish community. When they came near, John swiftly painted both groups with the same insulting brushoff: “You brood of vipers!” (v. 7). Instead of sinners seeking repentance, the Baptist portrays the rigorously righteous as a slither of snakes trying to slip out of a blazing field or a fiery future (i.e., “the wrath to come”).
Invoking still another vivid image familiar to his Jewish audience, John next demands that his listeners, especially those slippery Sadducees and Pharisees, “Bear fruit worthy of repentance” (v. 8). Once more invoking their common past, the Baptist denies that an Abrahamic genealogy gives an individual any special access to the kingdom now drawing near. Using what was familiar and literally “at hand” (or better yet, “under foot”), John declares an Abrahamic lineage as special and as privileged as a … stone (v. 9).
Instead of boasting about your family tree, John preaches, look to the tips of your own branches. Do you see good fruit there? Is your life producing something useful? Does your life nourish others with its fruits?
If not, John insists, no matter how deep and impressive the root system, no matter how lofty the lineage, a nonproducing tree can look forward to only one fate: being “cut down and thrown into the fire” (v. 10).
Finally, in verse 11, John begins to talk about the future — which is the whole reason for his ministry. Once again John animates his message with a poignant moving picture. Instead of waxing eloquent about the greatness of the One to come, John invokes the image of a relationship familiar to his listeners. In the first-century world of master-teachers, revered rabbis and their schools of loyal students and disciples, a seriously devoted student would literally dog his teacher’s steps, following him wherever he went. Every aspect of a great rabbi’s life was worthy of observation and emulation by a truly dedicated student.
But a well-known rabbinical saying drew a distinct line in the sand between the actions expected of a zealous disciple and the labors accorded to a common body slave. This saying proscribed that “every work which a slave performs for his lord, a disciple must do for his teacher, except loosening his shoe.” John, of course, promptly capitalizes on that very distinction. In fact, in Matthew’s text, he not only declares himself unworthy to perform that slave-like function of loosening his successor’s sandal, but also finds himself too unworthy even to “carry his sandals.”
The recurring fire image that has been flickering throughout John’s discourse now bursts into full flame. John the Baptist’s message is one of repentance in the face of harsh judgment. Many scholars claim that the proclamation in 3:2 and Matthew’s own theological vocabulary (“for the kingdom of heaven has come near”) have been affixed to the much simpler monocular vision and univocal sound that was always John’s message: “Repent!”
Certainly, the final images in today’s reading offer a glow-in-the-dark vision of God’s future activity. Even the differences between John’s baptism and the baptism offered by this “one to come” move from a water image to an image that combines the “Holy Spirit” with “fire.” But this is what John does. Once again John takes an unremarkable image — the familiar rural Palestinian scene of a farmer scrupulously winnowing out the chaff from his wheat harvest and burning up that worthless residue — and couples it with a harrowing image of divine judgment that practices the same winnowing technique on the lives of both obedient and willful men and women.

CHILDREN’S SERMON Matthew 3:1-12
Place a bowl of water in front of the children and ask them how they use water to clean themselves. They might say they wash their hands before eating, wash their faces at the end of the day, or take a shower in the morning before school or church. Point out that all this cleaning with water is for a purpose: to be ready to eat or sleep or go to school or church. Tell them a man named John the Baptist cleaned people in the river Jordan, baptizing them “with water for repentance” (v. 11) so they would be forgiven and clean on the inside. Then ask the children if that’s the end of the story, getting clean on the inside. No! Put your hands in the water, sprinkle some on the children and say that cleaning with the water of baptism is for a purpose: so people will “bear good fruit” and act in ways that are pleasing to God (v. 10). Have the children name some of the good things they can do once they’ve been forgiven and cleaned on the inside. Encourage them to “bear good fruit” at home, in school, at church and in the neighborhood, so everyone will know they’ve been cleaned for a purpose.

WORSHIP RESOURCES
Calls to Worship — General
Leader: Prepare the way for the One who comes. Are you ready to repent and believe?
People: We turn away from false idols and reorient our lives to the One who calls us by name.
Leader: The call to discipleship carries with it costs: obedience, sacrifice, commitment.
People: We accept the weight of the cross as we proclaim, “We will to will your will.”

Prayers — Advent
Holy One, who fashions the universe and creates all people, weave praise and compassion into the fabric of our lives. Let our hearts overflow with gratitude, always ready to sing, to pour out our praise.
Give us, also, hearts of compassion, ready to feed the hungry, shelter the homeless, care for the forgotten. Forgive us our reluctance to reach out a helping hand, our rationalizations that mask our fears, our excuses that pale in the face of suffering.
Cause us to hear Mary’s song anew and give us courage to add our songs of praise and deeds of justice. Amen.

Benedictions — Advent
May the rough places in your life be made smooth.
May the valleys of despair be filled with comfort.
May the door to your heart be wide open.
May the glory of Immanuel be with you all your days.

MUSIC LINKS
Hymns
Hail to the Lord’s Anointed
Comfort, Comfort Ye My People
Blessed Be the God of Israel
Worship and Praise* 
Come Thou Fount, Come Thou King (Gateway Worship) 
Nothing/Something (Barrett) 
God With Us (All Sons & Daughters)
*For licensing and permission to reprint or display these songs on screen, go to ccli.com. The worship and praise songs suggested by Homiletics can be found in most cases on Google by using the title as the search term.

LECTIONARY TEXTS
Second Sunday of Advent, Cycle A
Isaiah 11:1-10
Psalm 72:1-7, 18-19
Romans 15:4-13
Matthew 3:1-12
