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Sermon for Advent III Year C 2021 
Repent and Rejoice 

 
You could say that the texts for today  
seem to be calling for a full-throated expression of faith  
with shouts, singing, crying out and exhortations.  
Sing aloud the prophet Zephaniah instructs us. 
Rejoice and exult with all your heart! 
Should aloud and sing for joy, says the prophet Isaiah. 
Sing praises to the Lord, for he has done gloriously. 
Rejoice in the Lord always . . . Paul tells the Philippians. 
These readings are why the third Sunday in Advent is traditionally called 
“Gaudete” or “Rejoice” Sunday. 
 
What beautiful exhortations . . .  
especially as we approach the season of joy, 
but . . . I admit I also find them a bit jarring. 
Part of the problem for me is that joy is one of those words that are 
overused, misused and misunderstood  
in our American Christmas vocabulary. 
We confuse it with happiness  
which as all good Americans know is something  
that can be (even should be) pursued and earned. 
But joy? Joy is something far greater than mere happiness. 
True joy is ultimately a gift—like faith—and it is a fruit of the Spirit. 
So, it is somewhat jarring that Paul essentially commands us to rejoice. 
Now, even on my best days,  
I kind of resent someone telling me what to feel. 
Rejoice? 
Sing praises? 
Shout? 
No! my inner toddler screams— 
stomping her foot and crossing her arms—I don’t want to! 
(And I’ve had some real life experience of this over the weekend!) 
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And that’s how I (you, too?) can respond even on good days. 
What about on bad ones? 
How are we supposed to rejoice when our hearts are breaking? 
What songs of gladness can we sing  
when despair, exhaustion and fear overshadow our lives? 
Just what are Zephaniah, Isaiah, and Paul advocating? Pretense?  
Are they telling us to basically “whistle past the graveyard” 
and pretend nothing is wrong, everything is just great –  
whether in our lives, our families, our community, our nation and world? 
Well, no, I don’t think so. 
And yet, scripture is urging us, even challenging us  
to rejoice in the midst of it all. 
 
Which is why I’m thankful we have John the curmudgeonly Baptist,  
the bearded killjoy of Christmas who comes in and shouts across the 
wilderness, “You brood of vipers! Who warned you to flee from the 
wrath to come? Bear fruits worthy of repentance.” 
 
According to Luke, great crowds of people  
streamed into the desert to get yelled at by John.  
But why? 
Why are they willing—no, eager,  
to hear his fire-and-brimstone preaching?  
What attracts them? 
 
One of the first clues we have lies in the question they ask John  
at the conclusion of his sermon: What then should we do? 
Now, that’s not necessarily a question people ask  
when things are going well! 
It’s a question we ask when we’ve come to the end of ourselves: 
when the wisdom we’ve received thus far has failed; 
when our cherished defenses are down,  
and when our lives are splitting at the seams. 
It’s what we ask when we’re weary, disillusioned, desperate, even bored. 
“What should we do? 
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So, here’s the challenge presented in John’s sermon for us: 
Is this a question we’re even asking during this Advent season? 
As we wait in the darkness,  
as we look forward with hope to the coming of the Messiah,  
are we engaging in the kind of robust self-reflection that leads to action? 
Or are we complacent, sleepy and smug, stuck in the mud? 
Are we flocking, like the crowd in John’s story,  
towards genuine repentance?  
Or are we turning the other away,  
offended that repentance has a place in the Christmas story? 
Much better to keep “whistling past the graveyard” 
and pretend everything is just fine.  
 
So, we turn now to John’s answer to the crowd’s question, 
which provides our second clue. 
Imagine him if you will—a kind of wild unkempt man,  
ascetic and rough; dressed in a camel’s hair cloak, fueled by locusts— 
a man very much from the margins of “proper” society. 
What do the crowds think such a fringe character  
will say in answer to their question, what should we do? 
Will he say something like, “Abandon your homes and families?  
Dwell in the desert? Start a revolution?” 
 
Certainly, given John’s appearance and lifestyle,  
we could very well expect such radicalism. 
But the answer he gives is actually even more radical  
than they (or we) have language to comprehend— 
so radical we stand in danger of missing it. 
What should you do? 
You should go home is essentially John’s response. 
Go home to your families, your neighbors,  
your vocations, your colleagues. 
Stop fleeing. 
Stop insisting that God is far away  
from the nitty-gritty daily grind of everyday life. 
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Instead of waiting for a “holy someday” that will never come, 
inhabit the stuff of your life with faith, hope and love 
as deeply and as generously as you can right now. 
Share now. 
Be merciful now. 
Do justice now. 
Embody faith, hope and love in your life, no matter how plain,  
no matter how obscure, how unglamorous, how routine. 
Why? Because the holy ground that matters most  
is the ground beneath your feet here and now. 
Christ comes to you in the other, in your neighbor, 
every day in many guises. 
That’s why you stand on holy ground  
when you are before your neighbor. 
But you also are to be Christ to your neighbor— 
his hands, his feet, his voice, his compassion, his mercy, his peace . . . 
Between you and your neighbor bringing Christ to each other— 
well that’s a lot of holy ground to be standing on! 
 
Now, wait a minute, I think I hear you saying to yourself. 
Is this really what John is saying? 
Well, let’s go to the text. 
Find the gospel reading in your bulletin, and take note: 
To the tax collectors, he says,  
“Collect no more than the amount prescribed for you.” 
To the mercenaries, he says, 
“Don’t extort money by threats or false accusations;  
be satisfied with your wages.” 
To the Pharisees and Sadducees: 
“Don’t allow your religious heritage to make you arrogant complacent.” 
To everyone who has anything: 
“You have gifts to give. So, stop hoarding. Stop procrastinating. 
Stop making excuses. The day of repentance is now. 
The day to turn around and do things differently  
is this very day, this very moment. 
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What John is daring to suggest to his listeners  
is that holiness is not some ethereal and mysterious thing  
we tend to make of it. 
If we are willing to look closely, if we’re willing to believe  
that nothing in our lives is too mundane or secular for God,  
then we’ll understand that all the possibilities for salvation we need  
are, in fact, at hand—at our very fingertips— 
embedded and available in the lives God has already given us. 
The kingdom of heaven is here,  
within and among us and even through us: 
Whenever two or three are gathered in Christ’s name, 
and in every person we meet— 
Christ comes to us—and Christ comes to them through us— 
we have an opportunity to respond with faith active in love and hope. 
 
So . . . what does this mean? What should we do? 
It means we have work to do— 
work so ordinary, it will almost definitely disappoint us. 
I wonder how those tax collectors felt  
the next time they headed out to collect money. 
Wait, God’s kingdom is here? Here is this hated profession? 
Here among people who’d just as soon spit in my face  
as pay me what they owe? 
God cares how I live here and now? 
 
And the answer to that is,  
Yes. Yes, God cares very much how we live here and now. 
 
Luke tells us John’s exhortation is “good news.” And it is. 
Because John’s message is twofold.  
I describe his message as a combination of a 411 call and a 911 call— 
he gives us important life-saving information  
and sounds a warning simultaneously. 
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Luke tells us that if we have believed in our hearts that our life— 
our family, our heritage, our vocation or our stage in life— 
is somehow outside the purview of God’s saving grace— 
then John has news, good news indeed. 
Our lives are infinitely dear  
and nothing in them is beyond redemption. 
Nothing.  
 
But wait, there’s more  good news. . . 
John concludes his sermon in the wilderness with a harrowing 
description of the coming Messiah: 
He will baptize you with the Holy Spirit and fire. 
His winnowing fork is in his hand, 
to clear his threshing floor and to gather the wheat into his granary; but 
the chaff he will burn with unquenchable fire. 
 
So now I really hear you saying: Right, how is this good news? 
Jesus is coming to judge, sort, burn and bind us in? 
Once again, we squirm inside by such language, 
because we misconstrue the meaning of judgment. 
We 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 the 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 perceptive love, 
patiently wielded by the One  
who discerns in us rich harvests still hidden under chaff— 
the stuff we’re well rid of. 
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What if in offering God every particular of our lives and our living  
we give Christ the opportunity to unburden and free us— 
by separating all that’s destructive  
from all that is good, beautiful and precious? 
 
Now I called John the Baptist a curmudgeon— 
but here’s an ironic little fact: he is the patron saint of spiritual joy. 
When we was yet in his mother’s womb, 
he leapt for joy at the presence of Mary and the yet to be born Jesus. 
He rejoiced at the sound of his “bridegroom’s” voice. 
When it was time for him to “decrease” so that Jesus could “increase,” 
he did so willingly, saying, “My joy is now full.” 
 
So where does joy come from? 
I believe it comes from true repentance. 
From the great relief of laying our burdens down. 
Joy can come when we hear a shockingly painful truth  
about ourselves—You brood of vipers!— 
and decide to listen rather than to run away and shut our ears. 
 
What shape might such fruitful repentance take among us? 
What would John the Baptizer say to you and to me, 
if we had the temerity to ask him, “and we, what should we do?” 
 
We might try to explain to John that it’s not a simple or easy task  
to divest ourselves of things— 
even of those things we don’t want or need. 
I imagine John would reply, “Who said anything about simple and easy? 
Since when has God ever called us to do what is simple and easy?” 
 
The thing is, odd and crusty as John is, 
he understands something hard and flinty about joy. 
Joy is not sentiment. 
Joy is not happiness. 
Joy is not cheap. 
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Bear fruits worthy of repentance John tells us. 
Bear fruit—bring it forth. 
But also bear it, shoulder it, endure it. 
Your life is a golden field, ripe for sacred fire. 
Yes, the fire hurts,  
but the One who wields the flame is trustworthy. 
He knows us. 
He sees us. 
He loves us. 
And he will gather us in joy . . . 
for the gift of himself is our joy. 
 
Even, so, Lord Jesus, quickly come! 
Amen! 
 
 


