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“Brother, if you died today, do you know where you’d go? Who holds your eternal soul? Sinner, 

beware of the danger that you are in. You are steps from the fires this day, but turn and repent.  

Who knows? God may have mercy upon you yet.” These words blared from a megaphone each 

morning as we exited the hotel on our latest vacation to New Orleans. 

 

Our lodging was located within The Astor, situated at the corner of Canal and Bourbon Streets; a 

central entryway to the heart of the French Quarter. We chose it because it was a close walk or 

ride to many of the sights that we wanted to visit while we were there. 

 

Yet every morning as we exited the hotel until late in the night, the preacher was just outside 

with his ever-constant call to repentance as people came down Bourbon Street onto Canal. The 

megaphone was aimed right at the corner. “Do you know where you’re going tonight? Turn from 

your wicked ways and be healed.” I turned to Dawn each time and said, “I’m confident of where 

I’m going. And no matter what, I know that God holds me safe.” Still, his vigilant call rang out. 

 

Repentance…preparation…these words seem to be much more appropriate for Lent than Advent, 

don’t they? John the Baptist’s call and Matthew’s interpretation of him as being the one about 

whom Isaiah spoke when he said, “The voice of one crying out in the wilderness: ‘Prepare the 

way of the Lord, make his paths straight,’” do not seem to fit into our beautiful preparations of 

Christmas in the Advent season, do they? 

 

On the other hand, it is often John the Baptist’s words that we hear on this second Sunday in 

Advent as we prepare for Christmas. But they don’t seem to put us into the hope, peace, joy, and 

love that is where our hearts gravitate in this season, do they? 

 

I wonder if it’s because when we hear the word “repent,” we often begin to think of all the things 

that we’ve done wrong. The street preachers are famous for helping us to understand what 
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wretches we are. Repentance is surrounded by shame and guilt. We get the feeling that 

repentance comes when God shines a light on all the bad things that we do so that we’ll stop 

doing them. In the moment, we’re found to be what Jonathan Edwards describes as Sinners in the 

Hands of an Angry God. 

 

That just doesn’t mesh with my personal understanding of God’s great love that comes to us in 

Jesus Christ. It’s not where I’m at. There are faithful Christians who get that out of the scriptures, 

but I’m not one of them. In Unwrapping the Names of Jesus, author Asheritah Ciuciu suggests 

that when Jesus’ shines light upon us, that light also reveals “all that is beautiful surrounding 

us.”1 

 

We often think of repentance as meaning to turn from our bad selves to be better. Certainly, John 

the Baptist had a way of speaking to the religious elite that could be quickly shaming. He’s even 

known to call them a “brood of vipers.” 

 

Yet, Isaiah’s words for John, “Prepare the way of the Lord, make his paths straight,” feel more 

like an invitation to wake up and pay attention to the beauty of a God who will be found present 

among us. But just how do we prepare for God’s presence in our midst? How do we prepare for 

peace when our world is shaken and shaking? 

 

This past week, as word was going out about the Oxford school shooting, I wasn’t watching the 

news. My cell phone lit up with an email that came in from one of our men’s groups. Greg, one 

of our newer members here, was asking for prayers as his wife’s school building was shut down 

because of a shooting at Oxford High School. Suddenly, more emails were coming in as 

members of that journey group let Greg know they were praying for him. Oxford was not only 

too close to home; it suddenly was home as one of our own was impacted that moment. 

 

I picked up the phone and called right away. Greg shared that his wife wasn’t in the high school, 

but that her school had been on lockdown for fear of copycat actions. With several educators in 

his family, we prayed together for all those impacted. Before I hung up, Greg said, “This is what 

it means to be a part of a church family. I sent out an email and so many guys started praying. 

And you took the time to call. That hasn’t always happened for me in other churches, but it did 

here. I’m so thankful to have this church to walk with me over the past three years.” In the midst 

of tragedy, Greg was raising up God’s presence for me. 

 

In the days since, our children and our communities have been traumatized by this shooting. 

Other school districts have closed to prevent other similar events from taking place when threats 

have been made on social media. We gather this morning as a people with fears, frustrations, and 

even anger at how this could happen right here in Oakland County. We are shaken to our core 

and our sense of peace is thrown right out the door. One of our own Oakland County sherriff’s 

department families even asked for prayers for the officers and first responders who will never 

be able to unsee what they have experienced this week. 

 

Once more, we have been traumatized by violence. We’re continually traumatized by politics, 

which will most likely stall yet again any actions that might help because we can’t agree on 

which actions are the right ones to take. We’re traumatized by a pandemic that continues to rage 
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in these days without enough information about new variants when they arise to know how to 

keep ourselves safe. We’re traumatized by polarization among us that keeps us further from one 

another rather than drawing us close to one another. 

 

Our cups are full and there’s not too much more to take on. In fact, we tend to respond out of that 

sense of trauma and pain that has left us feeling unsafe about anything that comes our way. 

We’re constantly wondering about what is coming at us. 

 

What does the preacher on the corner say to the people as they pass by this morning? The 

prophet within us wants to speak out against violence and call us to logical gun controls and 

reform laws. The street preacher within wants to warn of how we find ourselves loving perceived 

rights over loving one another as God ordained. The parents within us want to hold our children 

much closer and somehow assure them everything will be all right even though we’re not 

convinced ourselves. The pastor within us wants to weep over the brokenness of our world. 

 

As Deacon Sarah reminded us earlier this week, first we weep and pray. First we come together 

in our grief. There will be a time for action. Those days will come, but today we come together 

to mourn and to repent. Not to shame and guilt one another into different actions, but to open our 

eyes once more to the light of God that is coming to shine in the places where we are not 

experiencing peace. 

 

In the singing of our carols, in our meditations on Christmas music, in the story of the birth of a 

child who came in a time when peace was imposed by the government by force, we hear anew 

the peace that breaks into our lives by God’s presence among us. 

 

As Herod sought to slay children to keep his own power, God’s peaceful answer was the birth of 

a baby. As Rome sought to force peace upon the people and declare the emperor as God, the 

baby would eventually ride on the back of a donkey into the seat of power, Jerusalem. When 

Bethlehem was made to be the house of oppression for the people of God, God fed the world 

through this house of bread from a manger in cave. In the face of violence, God keeps coming to 

declare a more lasting peace, a shalom, that stands against the world’s constant demand for 

anything else. 

 

That peace begins right here, when we decide that’s the peace that matters most; when we 

remember and return to the world bearing the light that shines so that others may see and believe 

again in the beauty of the world as God intends us to live; it’s then that change begins to happen, 

when we’ll desire the beauty of God’s desire for our world more than our own. 

 

Is that not what the preparations are for this Advent season? To shine the light once more so that 

others may see, believe, and have life yet again in Jesus Christ. 

 

Listen to the words of Ann Weems in a poem, entitled “The Christmas Spirit”: 
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The Christmas spirit 

is that hope 

which tenaciously clings 

to the hearts of the faithful 

and announces 

in the face 

of any Herod the world can produce 

and all the inn doors slammed in our faces 

and all the dark nights of our souls 

that with God 

all things still are possible, 

that even now 

unto us 

a Child is born! 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
1 Ciuciu, Asheritah. Unwrapping the Names of Jesus. (Chicago: Moody Publishers, 2017), 32. 

 


