
 

I 

Child 

The other night I picked up my newspaper and I saw a big picture of a can of peaches. 
(Show the advertisement that shows a picture of something big and begin talking 
about it) Oh, boy, how I like peaches and I wanted some to eat right then. How many of 
you like peaches? That picture makes your mouth water. The more I thought about it, 
the more I wanted them. In a little while, I was reading a magazine and I saw the most 
beautiful picture of a new car. It made me think of how old my car is and how many 
miles it’s been driven. Oh, how I wanted that new car! 

How many of you boys and girls have been looking at pictures and thinking about what 
you would like to have for Christmas? (Perhaps they may wish to tell you what they 
have seen that they would like to have) 

Well, all of those things would be fine to have. And you saw them all in newspapers 
and magazines and catalogues. Do you know what we call things like that that we see? 
Advertisements! That’s right. 

I want to tell you this morning about a real man who was an advertisement. He talked 
about somebody else who was to come later and who could belong to them if they 
wanted him. Would you like to have a real person belong to you? Well, that’s what the 
living advertisement said. Do you know who the advertisement was? You don’t? Let 
me tell you his name, even though I know that you’ve heard it before. He was John the 
Baptist. How many of you have heard of him? Good. Do you know who he was talking 
about that could belong to you? Jesus, that’s right. John came first, just like the 
commercials or advertisements. He came to tell you about Jesus and when you get 
anxious and you really want the real thing, then you can have Jesus. I wish that all of 
you would be like John the Baptist and tell others about Jesus. Then we could call you 
living advertisements.  But it is important especially on this Third Sunday of Advent to 
be joyful like Isaiah and today’s antiphon tells us. Okay? 

Adult 
 
 The Hebrew Scriptures, the Old Testament, is full of dynamic leaders.  There is Noah 
and Moses, Abraham and David.  There are kings and queens, male and female 
judges, patriarchs and matriarchs.  But of all the people in the Hebrew Scriptures, the 
most dynamic are the prophets: Samuel, Elijah, Isaiah, Jeremiah, Ezekiel and so many 
others.  They challenged the world and drew people to listen, to change, to 
follow.  Some stood up to the King in support of justice, "How dare you put Uriah to 
death so you can have Bathsheba his wife," Nathan said to King David. "How dare you 
put Nabaoth to death so you can steal his vineyard," Elijah said to King Ahab. 	
 	



            Some prophets were so powerful that they would determine who would reign as 
King.  The prophet Samuel was told by God to anoint Saul to be king, and then he was 
told to reject Saul and anoint the youngest son of Jesse, David.  Some prophets drew 
the attention of the entire nation yet spoke in symbolic ways like the prophet Hosea who 
married Gomer, a woman of ill repute, as a sign of the way that God's people had 
treated him.  Others spoke directly to the people of God's power, his compassion and 
his love, like Isaiah in our first reading for today.  Some prophets were mystics like 
Ezekiel.  Some were on the inner loop with the king, counselors like Jeremiah.  Others 
were just common everyday people, like Amos, a dresser of trees.	
 	
            The prophets were all very different one from the other, but their message was 
the same: Repent and reform.  Return your lives to your God, and the Lord will come 
and be with his people.  Nothing, not torture, not death, not even money would turn the 
prophet from his message or tempt him to abandon his faith.  In difficult times, the 
prophet would tell the people, "Hold on to your faith, the world will be transformed by the 
Lord when he comes."  	
 	
            Sometimes their message was frightening, such as their predictions of the 
sufferings of the evil at the end of time.  Sometimes their message was consoling, like 
the message of the first reading for today, when Isaiah speaks about the desert 
blooming, the blind seeing and the deaf hearing.  But always their message to the 
people was to be strong in their faith.  The people needed to be ready for the Lord's 
coming.	
 	
            The ancient people believed that as long as there was a prophet among them, 
they were blessed.  God was communicating to his people.  If there was no prophet, 
then that was a sign that somehow the people's sins had turned God away from them.	
 	
            By the time of Jesus' life, it had been two hundred years since the people of 
Israel had last had a prophet in their midst.  Two hundred years.  Two hundred years of 
no intimate communication with God.  	
 	
            And then, John the Baptist appeared.  He was dynamic.  His message wasn't 
new: he told the people to repent and reform and prepare for their God.  That was the 
same as all the prophets.  But there was a power these people had never seen before 
in his words.  And John added something;  He said that God is coming now. The 
Kingdom of God is at hand.  People were drawn to John.  It was obvious to them that 
God was once more blessing his people. 	
 	
            John did not offer people a semi-spiritual semi-emotional experience.  He 
demanded that the people remain faithful to their traditions.  He followed Isaiah's first 
reading for today, "Strengthen the knees that are weak, the hands that are feeble, and 
say, "Be strong, fear not.  Here is your God."  John was not a fad.  He was not a reed in 
the wind, changing the way it leans with every new gust of air, every new whim.  John 
was a rock anchored on his faith in God.  His infectious dynamism led people to a strict 



adherence to their faith.  They accepted his baptism as a sign of their participation in a 
new world order, the Kingdom of God.	
 	
            We modern people are also looking for a prophet.  But what type of prophet are 
we looking for?  What type of prophecy do we seek?  Are we looking for a prophet like 
John who is going to tell us to hold on to our faith, change those hidden parts of our 
lives that are self-destructive?  Maybe he will tell us to give up that grudge we love to 
nourish, or perhaps it is that secret little vice that is only a secret from our conscience 
but quite apparent to all around us.  Are we looking for someone to tell us to stand up 
for our faith, or are we looking for a reed shaken by the wind?  We have got to admit it, 
there is a part of all of us that would love to hear someone tell us that certain of our 
secrets are now no longer sinful.  We'd love to hear someone say, "These are modern 
times, this or that is OK now, even if it was unacceptable before." We'd love to follow a 
reed that is bent by the winds of moral decay.  But then we would not be listening to a 
prophet.  We would not be listening to God's dynamic voice.  We would only be hearing 
our own selfishness.	
 	
            Whom do we go out to the desert to see?  Someone who will give us a lovely 
emotional experience while permitting us to compromise on morality.  Or do we go out 
to the desert to see someone who will encourage us to stand up against the pressures 
our society places upon us to compromise our consciences.  We come to Church not for 
entertainment, not to see our beautiful children, but for the strength to be ready for the 
Lord to enter our lives.	
 	
            There is not a whole lot of time left.  Our lives are really very short.  	
 	
            And the kingdom of God is at hand.	
 	
II 
 
FB is really interesting now.  I put a post on FB which was political.  I was criticized for putting 
something political.  I was called a ruthenanglican, a Russian troll and a failed Kenedy 
Democrat.  What my post was is that we should respond with respect of what others post 
concerning today’s political climate. 
 
This morning we meet John the Baptist in very odd circumstances. And what we 
discover is his deep disappointment with Jesus. If you remember back to last week, we 
first met John in the wilderness - a wild man with a hairy shirt and a locust diet - a 
passionate prophet who was ranting and raving about the wrath of God. Calling those 
of us in the crowd and in these pews a brood of vipers, he made it clear that the wrath 
of God Almighty will devour all of us who do not confess and change our ways. And if 
we don't repent, the consequences will be clear. The ax of God's judgment will cut us 
down and we will be thrown into the torture of unquenchable fire. Now, what I can't 
figure out is that, rather than walking away, according to the third chapter of Matthew, 
the crowds of people just kept coming back for more - more of John's verbal abuse. 



 
Jesus, of course, was one of the crowd. Why? Because God, in human disguise, was 
living and feeling and yearning just like all the rest of us. But, scripture tells us, when 
John saw Jesus, he immediately knew that Jesus was the One - the One all of Israel 
had been waiting for. And he, John, did not consider himself worthy to carry the 
sandals of Jesus. "No," John shouts: "Jesus is about to baptize with fire. And then with 
a winnowing fork, this mighty Messiah will separate the chaff from the wheat. And all 
unrepentant sinners will be cast into the furnace of hell." Not a very comforting scene, 
is it?  
 
Now, fast forward two years to today's text. John is in prison because, with his usual 
offensive audacity, he has spoken truth to power. Yes, John has told Herod that it was 
wrong for him to commit adultery. It was wrong for him to steal his brother's wife and 
then sleep with her. Such judgment has gotten John in deep trouble, and today he 
languishes in a prison cell awaiting his death. And while he sits there, he begins to hear 
all the things that Jesus is doing. And he has lots of time to think. Yes, John has lots of 
time to begin to realize that Jesus is not acting the way the Messiah - according to 
John - should act. Rather than blazing with the fire of indignation, Jesus seems to be 
telling stories and playing with children. Rather than railing against the sins of the 
world, Jesus is eating with tax collectors and prostitutes and poor people. Rather than 
tossing people into the blistering cauldron of hell, he is listening to them, forgiving 
them, and changing them from the inside out. Our Bible study group came up with a 
wonderful image. What John expected in a Messiah was a rottweiler, growling and 
attacking the sinners of the world. But what he got was a puppy, changing hearts with 
warmth and affection. No wonder John has started asking the question: "Is this the one 
who is to come, or are we to wait for another?"  
 
Now, in order to figure out this passage, we need to digress for just a minute into the 
world of the prophets. Contrary to popular opinion, prophets in the Bible are not 
primarily fortune tellers who predict what is going to happen in the future. They are 
much more social commentators who accurately describe what is going on now - and 
usually in ways that people don't want to hear. In the Hebrew Scriptures, the prophets 
were those men and women who experienced the mystery of God in some deep and 
personal way, and then felt called to articulate what they had seen and heard for 
others. Marcus Borg defines the Hebrew prophets this way: "I see them as God-
intoxicated voices of radical social criticism, and God-intoxicated advocates of an 
alternative social vision. Their dream is God's dream."1 
 
According to this definition, John the Baptist was a true-blue prophet - a God-
intoxicated dreamer who passionately advocated for God's alternative social vision of 
shalom. But passionate as he was, in the long run, John wasn't very persuasive. 
 
Walter Brueggemann has made a very helpful distinction between prophetic criticizing 
and prophetic energizing - both of which appear in abundance in the Hebrew 
Scriptures. Prophetic criticizing takes a laser-sharp look at the world and lifts up all the 



blatant sin and selfishness of the world. Prophetic criticizing proclaims God's dream 
and desire for creation and then attacks each one of us in the heart of our apathy and 
our greed. Prophetic criticizing drops bombs of honest judgment and leaves us 
writhing in the ashes of guilt and failure, with radical repentance the only hope for 
survival. Prophetic criticizing has its prominent place in scripture, as John the Baptist 
can attest to. And God has the right to put it there. But there is very little good news in 
prophetic criticizing. 
 
The other form of prophetic activity is prophetic energizing. And it is equally prominent 
in scripture. This form of proclamation is centered in hope. Despite our sin and our 
failures as God's people, God has not given up on us or the world. And God is about to 
do a new thing with and for the world that we have desecrated. When those disciples 
come back to Jesus and ask him John's question, Jesus responds with classic 
prophetic energizing. Is he, Jesus, the Messiah, or should John - should we - look for 
another? Quoting Isaiah, Jesus presents his positive messianic vision, his description 
of the new social order that God is bringing about: The blind receive their sight, the 
lame walk, the lepers are cleansed, the deaf hear, the dead are raised, and the poor 
have good news - not bad news - brought to them. And then knowing that John will be 
very disappointed in these words, Jesus adds a wistful benediction: "Blessed is 
anyone who takes no offense at me." 
 
It is clear that in his preaching and teaching, Jesus combined prophetic criticizing with 
prophetic energizing. He railed at the legalistic religious authorities of his day, calling 
them "hypocrites" and "broods of vipers." He gently criticized Martha for her anxious 
busyness and the woman at the well for her promiscuous lifestyle. But he constantly 
forgave the ones he criticized and then energized them with visions of new chances, 
new beginnings, new opportunities for abundant living. I believe that Jesus took the 
prophetic vocation and carried it one step further. He combined prophetic criticizing 
and prophetic energizing by embodying them both. Through prophetic actualizing, 
Jesus became the incarnation of the dream, the embodiment of the new social order, 
the one who walked the walk and lived the vision. And, brothers and sisters, as the 
Body of Christ, we are called to do the same. 
 
There is a wonderful parable that tells us what "prophecy actualized" might look like in 
our lives. There was once a woman who was disappointed, who was disillusioned, who 
was depressed. She wanted a good world, a peaceful world, and she wanted to be a 
good person. But the newspaper and television showed her how far we were from 
such a reality. So she decided to go shopping. She went to the mall and wandered into 
a new store - where the person behind the counter looked strangely like Jesus. 
Gathering up her courage she went up to the counter and asked, "Are you Jesus?" 
"Well, yes, I am," the man answered. "Do you work here?" "Actually," Jesus 
responded, "I own the store. You are free to wander up and down the aisles, see what 
it is I sell, and then make a list of what you want. When you are finished, come back 
here, and we'll see what we can do for you." 
 



So, the woman did just that. And what she saw thrilled her. There was peace on earth, 
no more war, no hunger or poverty, peace in families, no more drugs, harmony, clean 
air. She wrote furiously and finally approached the counter, handing a long list to 
Jesus. He skimmed the paper, and then smiling at her said, "No problem." Reaching 
under the counter, he grabbed some packets and laid them out on the counter. 
Confused, she asked, "What are these?" Jesus replied: "These are seed packets. You 
see, this is a catalogue store." Surprised the woman blurted out, "You mean I don't get 
the finished product?" "No," Jesus gently responded. "This is a place of dreams. You 
come and see what it looks like, and I give you the seeds. Then you plant the seeds. 
You go home and nurture them and help them to grow and someone else reaps the 
benefits." "Oh," she said, deeply disappointed in Jesus. Then she turned around and 
left the store without buying anything.2 
 
Friends, I believe that our passage for today speaks to us about our calling as 
Christians in a world of violence, in a world of increasing poverty, in a world of 
terrorism and intolerance. As disciples of Jesus, our text for today is calling us to follow 
him as those who embrace his prophetic vocation. Yes, we are called to criticize when 
necessary. We are called always to energize with hopeful visions of a new social order. 
But most of all, we are called to actualize Jesus' passionate dream of a whole and 
healed world. We are called to actualize God's creative plan by the way we live our 
daily lives.  
 
So, my friends, let's pick up those packets of seeds. And let's plant them - for the sake 
of our children and all the children of the world.  
 
May it be so - for you and for me. Amen 
 


