
1 

 

Pastor’s Message – 12/19/2021 
4th Sunday of Advent 

Prepare Ye:  A Series of Special Services for Advent 
P r o c l a i m  

 
In the sixth year of the administration of President Joe Biden, 

when Tony Evers was governor of the state of Wisconsin, Julie Nickel 
was mayor of Waupun, Russell Kottke was county board chairman in 
Dodge County, during the time when Hee Soo Jung was bishop in the 
Wisconsin Conference for the United Methodist Church, the Word of 
the Lord came to ...?  

Suddenly the beginnings of the Christmas story may seem a bit 
too real. It's so much more comfortable and cozier to simply read 
Luke's version, to imagine ancient characters, to sit here safely at the 
beginning of the 21st century and know that this happened, like Star 
Wars, "long ago and far away." ... 

It is more comfortable when we can keep the Christmas story at 
arm’s length and focus solely on the cozy, romanticized version of 
hymns, Christmas cards, and children’s stories. Today's Bible reading 
from Luke’s gospel is perhaps most disturbing when we move it into our 
own place and time. It may begin to dawn on us just how audacious 
was the Baptist's mission and message. 

John’s message isn’t exactly feel-good religion: “You brood of  
vipers! Who warned you to flee from the wrath to come?” With an     
inspirational message like that, you’d think John wouldn’t have any  
followers left — although, in truth, it was quite the opposite. The crowds 
just keep coming. They’d scramble down the muddy riverbank, wade 
out into the water, and cross their hands reverently before their chests, 
before this shaggy-haired wild man almost drowns them. 

But John was there to get people ready for the Messiah — not for 
the baby Jesus, but for the man he would become. So, as we          
celebrate Advent, there is good reason for us to stand on the banks of 
the river Jordan instead of waiting in the maternity ward with Mary or 
hitting the shopping malls. Because John has something important to 
say to us about preparing for Christmas, and it's something we aren't 
going to get anywhere else. 
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John's message can be summed up in one sentence: "Repent, for 
the kingdom of heaven has come near." 

Does it sound too gloomy for the season? Perhaps at first, but we 
need to understand that this is, in fact, very good news! When John 
urged his wilderness congregation to "repent," he didn't mean it in the 
way we usually think about it. He didn't mean they should make a list of 
the things they'd done wrong or sit around feeling guilty about the 
past. If that were the case, he would have been wasting his breath. 
People do not simply turn away from a way of life just because they're 
told to. They only do so when they are offered something deeper and 
truer to turn toward. And that's what John was offering them. He was 
offering an end to the old and the beginning of the new. The old days 
were past, and a new age had begun. 

The end of the old is clear in our lives too. We look around and 
know that the world is changing for us. People are leaving jobs in    
record numbers while, at the same time, employers are crying for 
workers, the supply chain is stretched to the breaking point, inflation is 
at its highest rate in almost forty years. The omicron variant is        
threatening to be more transmittable than delta. And all these things 
are on top of the routine, day-to-day irritations, disappointments, and 
annoyances. The axe is at the root of the tree all around us and much 
that is familiar is ending or changing. Nothing around us sounds like 
very good news. 

But Luke says John came to preach the good news of the Word 
of God. However, Luke says, "The word of God did not go to the world's 
politicians ... it went to John." 

What Luke goes on to say is even more of a shocker: "During the 
high priesthood of Annas and Caiaphas," the word of God didn't go to 
the priests. It went to John. That comes as something of a shock,      
because people like Annas and Caiaphas handle holy things, think  
holy thoughts, and perform holy services. Yet God didn't speak to 
them. 

It is a remarkable claim. Annas was the most influential priest of 
his generation. He cast such a prominent shadow over the Temple that 
five of his sons attained the office of high priest. So did his son-in-law, 
Joseph Caiaphas. Together, Annas and Caiaphas led the religious life 
for the entire country of Israel. Wouldn't we expect the Lord to speak to 
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people like them? After all, they serve in the Temple. They light the 
candles and fiddle with the paraments. They devote their lives to  
keeping God's commandments and translating them into proper       
religious deeds. 

Yet the Word did not go to them. The very message of God's   
impending arrival was not entrusted to the priests in the Temple. The 
message of Jesus’ coming was not entrusted to the preachers of the 
time and not just to the preachers of today either.  

God is constantly looking for people like John the Baptizer, who 
will gladly pave the way for God's grand purposes. And we know, too, 
that there is much work yet to be done and great causes still to be   
advanced. 

These are great days to be alive. We are needed and valuable; 
all of us are needed. Our times need a new introduction to the Lord, 
and you and I are favorably situated to be the introducers, the       
way-preparers, the ones who “Prepare the way for the Lord’s coming,” 
who “Clear the road for him!”  We are the ones who “proclaim the 
name of the LORD” and proclaim, “how glorious is our God!”  There 
could hardly be a more auspicious and challenging time. 

It is my guess that when most of us think of Christmas, what comes 
to mind is peace and contentment. The image of the sleepy Christ 
child cradled in his mother’s arms. The soft glow of a candle, beaming 
from a windowsill. Pretty music at church or on the radio or the I-pad. A 
blanket of new-fallen snow, transforming this gritty world into a place of 
beauty and wonder. 

Christmas, to be sure, is meant to comfort us with news of God’s 
love for all humanity. But there’s also a secondary message, equally 
important to the gospel-writers. That message is meant to confront us 
with all the ways our world still doesn’t measure up to God’s standards 
of justice, and how we, by our actions, can make a difference. 

Now, those may not be the “tidings of comfort and joy” many are 
expecting from a sermon on the Sunday before Christmas. But we 
preachers really have no choice about delivering such a message. We 
have no choice because that’s what the Advent Scriptures clearly say.  

The two Christmas gospel writers, Matthew and Luke, and John 
the Baptist, might look around today and have the same message for 
us. “If the house is messy,” they might have said, “why not clean it up, 
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why not make it into a place where God might wish to dwell?"  The 
question that people asked then might be the same question we ask 
today. “What then should we do?” after hearing John’s prophecy of 
doom. 

Someone once told a parable about a man sitting by the side of 
a river. He notices a body floating in the water. The victim is alive, but 
just barely. He pulls the unfortunate soul out and administers first aid. 

Then, he sees another bedraggled, half-drowned soul, and then 
another. He pulls each of them out of the water, saving their lives. But 
more drowning people just keep floating down the river. 

How long must this go on — the author of this little parable    
wonders — before the man decides to hike upstream and do       
something about whoever’s throwing people into the river? 

So, what is John the Baptist’s Christmas giving advice? Or, in other 
words, how do we answer the question posed by those people in the 
Bible who come up to him and ask, “What should we do?” 

The answer is pretty much the same as the one he spoke to them. 
Do some Christmas giving, only don’t limit your giving to “the usual  
suspects,” the ones who gather around your Christmas tree each year, 
who give you gifts in return. Give to the least, the lost, the lonely. Give 
to them directly if you know any such people. Or give through the 
church and its mission. 

As we do so, we follow the example of none other than Jesus 
himself. For Jesus ultimately came into this world to give. He came to 
give himself, on the cross, so that we may have life, and have it   
abundantly. It was no easy gift he gave. It demanded all he had, and 
all he was. But look at the result: a world set free from the power of sin 
and death! 

Each first Sunday of the month, Communion Sunday, I will say  
during my Communion prayers, “God sent His Son at just the right time 
and to just the right place” that those who believe might have the 
hope, the promise, and the guarantee of salvation – that the world 
might be saved through Jesus the Christ.”   

This is the right time; this is the right place; this is the time of        
salvation. The best way to honor God’s gift to us, Jesus’ gift to us, is to 
pass it on, by speaking, acting, and giving to others in his name and to 
proclaim the good news of Emmanuel:  God with us. 


