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Have any of you read “The Poisonwood Bible” by Barbara Kingsolver? It’s about a Baptist 

minister and his family from Georgia who serve as missionaries in the Belgian Congo during the 

1960’s. There is a passage in which the minister’s teenage daughter Leah is speaking to one of 

the villagers about the Bible story Reverend Price has just preached on that Sunday: “Father has 

always stood firm on the Apocrypha,” she says, “though most other preachers look down on 

him for it. They claim those books to be the work of fear-mongers who tagged them on to the 

Old Testament just to scare people. Yet Father always says, if the Lord can’t inspire you to leave 

off sinning any other way, why then, it’s His business to scare the dickens out of you.” 

In our Gospel reading today, John the Baptizer’s preaching seems to fit right in with the scare 

tactics that Reverend Price approves of. Besides proclaiming the good news of the Lord’s 

imminent coming, John also preaches doom to those in the crowd who refuse to repent of their 

sins. He refers to them harshly as a “brood of vipers.” And he sternly warns them that their 

status as descendants of Abraham does not guarantee them entrance into God’s kingdom. 

John’s tone seems to soften when several people from the crowd ask for his help with apparent 

humility and a sincere yearning for guidance. Luke focuses on three distinct groups and John’s 

very specific instructions to each who in turn ask the question, “then what should we do?” 

First, there were those in the crowd who were obviously well-dressed and adequately-fed. 

Second, there were the tax collectors – local agents of the Roman government who collected 

taxes for them according to a contractual arrangement that specified the amount of the taxes – 

the tax collectors were free to extract from the people the fees for their work above those 

taxes; tax collectors were despised not only because they worked as agents of an oppressive, 

occupying government, but because they often charged higher fees than were ethical. The third 

group were the soldiers – probably Roman soldiers – who because of their authority were able 

to extort money from people as a means to supplement their income. 

Why did Luke focus on these particular groups and not others? What do these three have in 

common? The more usual interpretation is that these people are the greedy ones; the people 

who hoard their possessions; and those who exploit their positions of power to serve their own 

selfish needs and who prey on the less fortunate to achieve those ends. 

But let me offer an alternative interpretation that goes beyond the surface of their actions: 

Suppose the reason they were stingy with what they had and cheated others to stockpile more 

cash was – out of fear: fear of the future, fear about whether they would have enough to 

support their families; fear that they would be destitute in old age. People in those days were 

probably just as insecure about the economy and their own livelihoods as many of us are today. 

What does our behavior look like when we are afraid of not having enough? 



3 Advent ‘Repentance and JBap’ Luke 3:7-18 
The Rev. Nancy S. Streufert 

16 December 2018 Shepherd by the Sea 

  2 

My father came of age during the Great Depression. He was the son of immigrants from Croatia 

who settled in northern Minnesota during the early part of the twentieth century. Dad’s father 

(my grandfather) worked in the iron mines there and he encouraged his son, my Dad, to get an 

education so he could have a better life. So though his family was poor, Dad managed to go to 

college and then on to medical school and to earn a very good living for himself and our family. 

Yet he was overly worried about financial security his entire life. It’s not that he didn’t have a 

generous spirit – he had a great deal of compassion for his patients and he gave generously to 

the church and to other charities. But he worried constantly about having enough “just in case.” 

I’m afraid some of his anxiety rubbed off on me, even though I was raised wanting for nothing. 

Still, I worry too much about my own security. 

The generational transfer of a way of life that is sinful is what John means when he refers to the 

crowd as a “brood of vipers.” He is referring to “a generation of snakes,” that collectively, 

through our family and community associations over generations, we develop our self-centered 

attitudes and come to accept the norms of our own particular groups, misguided as they may 

be, as the way we should live. 

“Repent of your sins,” John says, “for the Kingdom of God is at hand.” What does it mean to 

“repent of our sins”? You rarely hear this guilt-inducing phrase today as we are afraid of scaring 

people away from the church. But sin is simply the state of being that interferes with our 

relationship with God. It’s a distorted way of being, revealed in our thoughts or actions that 

result in harm to ourselves or others. Repentance means simply turning from sin and toward 

God, an intentional change of heart, a return to right action. When John commands the crowd 

to “bear fruits worthy of repentance,” he is not so much urging them to stop doing particular 

acts as he is advising them to do them with right action. 

The Episcopal Church defines sin in its Catechism as: “the seeking of our own will instead of the 

will of God, thus distorting our relationship with God, with other people, and with all creation.” 

A sinful act, such as extortion, is merely a symptom of a deeper state of being that reveals our 

“separation from God.” 

But is it a sin to fear for our financial futures? Well, it certainly seems so if we follow up our 

fears by hoarding our possessions or by extorting money from people. I think it is significant 

that John does not instruct the well-dressed people to give everything they have to the poor, 

but to give away their extra clothing and food. He doesn’t instruct the tax collectors that they 

should work without pay, but to be satisfied with a reasonable fee. And he doesn’t instruct the 

soldiers that serving in the military is immoral but to act justly and not falsely accuse.  
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The general theme is this: be generous with what you have; don’t worry so much about the 

future; trust in God and you will find peace. This is not to say that we don’t often have valid 

reasons to fear for the future. It is not to say that our troubles will vanish or that we will get out 

of debt or become wealthy by turning to God. But trust in God will help give us hope and the 

strength and ability to face the future in a more positive, constructive way. 

Sometimes a message that “scares the dickens out of us” is just what we need to get started on 

the right path. But it need not be that way. With sincere intent and trust in God’s care for us, 

and through regular prayer, Scripture, and worship, our lives can be transformed gradually, 

continuously, and permanently as we turn from sin and toward God. 

Let us pray: 

Stir up your power, O Lord, and with great might come among us; and, because we are sorely 

hindered by our sins, let your bountiful grace and mercy speedily help and deliver us; through 

Jesus Christ our Lord, to whom, with you and the Holy Spirit, be honor and glory, now and for 

ever. Amen. 


