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Isaiah 11:1-10, Psalm 72:1-7, 18-19
Romans 15:4-13, Matthew 3:1-12

[Quotes and big idea from Matthew Johnson in Reflections on the Lectionary, for December 8, 2019 from the
November 20, 2019 Christian Century. Quote from Tish Harrison Warren’s November 30 2019 piece in the New York
Times: https://www.nytimes.com/2019/11/30/opinion/sunday/christmas-season-adventcelebration.html?nl=todaysheadlines&emc=edit_th_191201?campaign_id=2&instance_id=14109&segment_id=19204
&user_id=680c0c8ee337980efa2e07b31b2c10af&regi_id=323500601201
Ideas from Working Preacher commentary on Matthew, Sermon Brainwave, and Dear Preacher, all for this date.]

Grace and peace, repentance and hope, to you, Beloved, in the name of Jesus. Amen.
In a recent edition of the magazine Christian Century, Matthew Johnson, a pastor in the Chicago area,
tells a story about his ever-thrifty grandparents and their farmhouse in central Indiana.
They re-washed and used every possible plastic bag.
They maintained their orange-stripped wallpaper and lumpy green carpet as the generations rose and fell.
And then, to the family’s surprise, the construction crew arrived to transform their simple back stoop to a
“grand concrete patio”.
Trees and scrubs were removed.
Dirt was scrapped flat and leveled.
Gravel was brought in by the truck load.
Ornamental flower beds rose up.
“All that work,” he writes, “caused quite a disturbance for the local creatures that lived in the longuntouched soil surrounding the house.”
Uprooted bees crawled out and took to righteous buzzing.
A “horde of mice” relocated to the farmhouse and set off all the traps.
Slithering creatures of all sorts made their way across the freshly poured concrete only to get stuck.
As the grandkids expressed their curious-slash-anxious concern about these unexpected visitors, Grandma
would remind them, “’When you cause a ruckus, you’re always gonna stir things up.’”
But then, Johnson says, came the snakes.
Grandma—in her pink house coat and grandpa’s mud-clad boots—was hanging up the laundry when a “pair
of gray rat snacks shimmied their way across those new patio slabs.”
Yelps of surprise, the laundry basket dropping like a brick, a hoe in hand, grandma quickly took care of
those two snakes.
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As his grandpa heard the screams, he came rushing back toward the house and met grandma on the
driveway… and they “had words”.
Grandma declared, “’This is why we leave things as they are.’”
Oh, that tension between leaving things as they are, and stirring things up.
Dear friends, it’s Advent, the season for preparation for the birth of Jesus, the season of being stirred up.
Here in week two of four, I’m still often surprised—I shouldn’t be, but I am: I’m surprised when the scripture
passages for the day tell us not of babies or preparations for babies,
but rather of adult John the Baptist leveling a space for adult Jesus.
Last week we heard from the end of Matthew’s gospel about Jesus’ second coming.
This week we hear about how John the Baptist prepares the way for Jesus’ coming ministry.
“Repent,” John proclaims, change your mind, turn again,
“Repent for the kingdom of heaven has come near.”
John is stirring things up there in the wilderness, but that’s what prophets do, particularly prophets like John,
foretold in Isaiah, clad in camel’s hair, filled with locust and honey.
John is stirring things up and, it turns out, the hodge-podge of unnamed, unassuming people streaming out
from the city is listening.
They’re confessing their sins.
They’re being baptized.
This is what happens when you cause a ruckus, when you stir things up.
In so many ways, John’s prophet-gig is going as planned, and then the Pharisees and Sadducees arrive.
You can almost feel the desert air change, the tension rise.
Instead of that mixed-up cadre of God’s beloved, curious saints and sinners, trooping out to the hinter lands,
now, with the Pharisees and Sadducees comes institutional, established religion,
representatives of named groups, with all their power, their privilege…their baggage.
Seemingly, this shouldn’t throw a prophet like John, but something changes in their arrival.
You brood of vipers, John calls them.
Who warned you? he asks.
Show me the fruit that you bear, he demands.
Isn’t it interesting, that John didn’t treat the curious masses like this?
He doesn’t say to “the people of Jerusalem and all Judea”, You brood of vipers, who warned you?
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No, he saves that for the Pharisees and Sadducees.
In his rough prophet way, he actually seems to have some compassion, some humanity, for the people,
things he certainly doesn’t muster for the Pharisees and Sadducees.
With them: only conflict, only tension.
It’s almost like he’s foretelling the fraught relationship that Jesus will later have with established religion.
Later, chapters later, when Jesus interacts with these groups of religious leaders,
they will often be described holding Jesus to grumpy, rigid standards,
standards that simply will not fit the ways of God that Jesus embodies.
But here, in this story, the one we hear today, Jesus isn’t yet center stage, he’s just coming into the scene.
We’re still waiting to experience all the justice and love Jesus has to share, the new creation he brings…
And while we wait, we wrestle, Johnson writes, “with each other’s certainties.”
We are living in some tense times, aren’t we?
The house is drafting impeachment articles.
The country seems divided, the world seems divided.
Day after day the little news feed on my phone tells of yet another shooting, or another stabbing.
There’s a heaviness, a grief, an anxiety, for many of us.
Sometimes our indignation shows up like righteousness.
It’s not my best self, I confess, but, truth be told, that’s how it shows up.
I’m tempted, often, to behave like John the Baptist did, when I see others not as mortal humans, but as
representatives of entire political groups or religions or the like.
Listening to the impeachment hearings these last weeks, that happens to the lawmakers, camped across a
great divide… and that happens to us.
I don’t always have the energy, or take the time, to listen beyond categories, the political parties,
denominations, presumed assumptions, old animosities, nuances.
Where is the common ground? Where are we just bumbling humans, saints and sinners,
living by grace before the maker of the universe, the Savior of the world?
In an Opinion piece from last week’s New York Times, Tish Harrison Warren writes,
“Advent holds space for our grief,
and it reminds us that all of us, in one way or another,
are not only wounded by the evil in the world
but are also wielders of [that evil],
contributing our own moments of unkindness or impatience or selfishness.”
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As we welcome new members this morning, I love that at our best we are a rag tag community,
surviving on grace alone,
trying to live faithfully,
trying to practice Jesus’ way,
trying to love and to be loved,
to forgive and to be forgiven, to repent,
together judged and saved,
together shining Christ’s light.
I pray that we will be steadfast and merciful, just and loving.
And I know that sometimes we’ll disappoint one another, or those who need us.
And then I pray we’ll have the grace to try again.
As today’s gospel story ends, John the Baptist moves from “confrontation to confession.”
He’s still tough, still clear about his claims, and yet…John confesses that he’s not the one:
Jesus is,
and Jesus is still to come,
Jesus still gets to be the judge, not John, not you, not me.
There’s a humility here.
Remember the snakes?
In Grandma’s fear, with the adrenaline pumping, she declares, “This is why we leave things as they are.”
John the Baptist wouldn’t settle for leaving things as they are.
He’s there to stir things up.
So is Jesus, and, when we’re honest, that’s our calling too.
If the wolf and the lamb can live together,
the leopard and the goat can let down their guard and rest next to one another, even for a moment,
that’s the kind of world we, too, must be about.
Pray with me, please: Stir up in us, O God, the gift of your Holy Spirit:
the spirit of wisdom and understanding,
the spirit of counsel and might,
the spirit of knowledge and the fear of the Lord,
the spirit of joy in your presence, both now and forever. Amen.
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