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Sermon for the Second Sunday of Advent, Year A 

December 8, 2019 

The Rev. Evelyn Wheeler, Rector 

Isaiah 11:1-10; Psalm 72:1-7, 18-19; Romans 15:4-14; Matthew 3:1-12 

Oh, here we go again.  Broods of vipers: the righteous and 

authoritarian religionists that run the Temple are out to see what John 

the Baptist is up to, since it seems like half the country-side and city 

are out there to hear his preaching.  We assume they stand ready to 

condemn what John is saying, but he beats them to the punch, and tells 

them they need to reorder their lives and their understanding of what 

God wants from God’s people: that is, to “bear fruit worthy of 

repentance.” 

Repentance.  We still keep acting like repentance is accomplished by 

saying we’re sorry.  But you all know, of course, because we’ve talked 

about this word before: it means to turn back. 

A friend of mine, a priest in Virginia, posted that she had a long list of 

things to accomplish over the weekend, including planning the Christian 

Ed class, making sure the church was ready, and, of course, writing her 

sermon.  Her husband, on the other hand, had just one job: to chip out 

the old grout around the bathtub, that had been done badly the first 

time by an inexperienced hand, and replace it with new grout. 

I asked her, why not preach this, as it sounds like repentance, in a way.  

And she said she had something else in mind for her sermon, so I was 

welcome to the story if I cared to use it.  Thank you, Mary Thorpe. 

Repentance is like a do-over.  We mess up, and we need to go back and 

fix our mistakes, and try again.  And do it right, if we can. 
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But with God, repentance is way more than replacing some old grout. 

That’s a small job.  It’s one task.  We’re being asked to bear fruit 

worthy of repentance, and that doesn’t mean once we put forth one 

grape or one strawberry that we are anywhere near done. 

Repentance is a life-long endeavor.  Being called to repent is not 

intended to be an accusation of unworthiness; being called to repent is 

intended to challenge us to be constantly aware of what God is calling 

us to be, and to follow that calling, no matter how difficult it may be. 

Sometimes, God seems to be calling us to be strong in seeking justice, 

or courageous in seeking reconciliation, or humble in seeking to sharpen 

our skills, or merciful in seeking some kind of order in the universe. 

Sometimes, God seems to be calling us to go easy on ourselves, to find 

balance in our lives, particularly as the stresses mount and the 

anxieties rise, so that we can focus on the most important things: to 

love God, love our neighbor, pray for our enemies, do good for those 

who oppress us.  Letting ourselves receive God’s love for us, letting 

ourselves love ourselves gives us the freedom to do all those things, 

because we no longer need to do anything else. 

We can’t count on what we earn.  We can’t count on our inheritance or 

our privileges, or our worldly authority.  We can’t count on being able to 

win God’s love.  We can, however, trust.  We can trust that God will 

give us the strength we need to seek justice, the courage we need to 

seek reconciliation, the humility – yes that too is a gift from God – to 

sharpen our skills, and the mercy to be merciful instead of angry and 

manipulative and cruel. 

John gets really ramped up in this story, because he sees that the 

Pharisees and the Sadducees aren’t there to learn, aren’t there to be 
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baptized with repentance, but are there to correct and admonish and 

exercise authority over him and all those who are coming out into the 

wilderness to hear him. 

And even those who do come, and seek that baptism – they also must 

bear fruit worthy of repentance: no one gets a pass. 

Every week, after we jointly confess our sins and are jointly forgiven, 

we “exchange the peace.”  I say, “The Peace of Christ be always with 

you,” and you say, “And also with you.”  In our Monday class we are 

looking at the question “what is the peace of Christ? What is the peace 

of God?”   

Sometimes I will say, before the final blessing, “May the peace of God, 

which passes all understanding, keep your hearts and minds in the 

knowledge of God, and of his Son our savior Jesus Christ.” 

If we thought we know what that peace is, why does the blessing 

include the phrase, “the peace that passes all understanding…”?  

Perhaps the peace of God is not what we might think peace is. 

Scott Stoner writes that peace is NOT the absence of conflict.  So 

what is it?   

[wait for suggestions] 

Peace, to my way of thinking, is that grace of God that quiets our spirit 

when the whole world seems to be urging us to panic, to get angry, to 

fight, to flee, or to jump up and down and scream and condemn and 

hate. 

We all know that peace comes in times of quiet, yes, and it’s certainly 

easier to still our spirits when we are in a place of beauty, when we 
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have respite, when all is going well in our lives.  For many of us, Peace 

comes to us when we are in this building, remembering, even feeling, all 

the prayers that have been spoken in this space for the last 170 years, 

gazing on the beautiful stained glass windows, admiring the symmetry 

of the architecture and furnishings, hearing the music, smiling at 

friends and welcoming those we hope are friends-to-be. 

Peace may come in the field or the forest, or at the end of a good days’ 

work in the garden or the office, when everything has fallen into place 

and the boss has praised us or the weeds are all pulled and bagged and 

ready to be taken off to the landfill. 

Peace may come in the sound of water falling, or children’s funny little 

snorts when they are sleeping, or the sigh of a dog lying down or the 

hum of a cat purring or a bird lifting its throat in song. 

That peace is, for the most part, found in the absence of conflict.  I 

suspect this appreciation for peace, this experience and awareness of 

feeling that peace in our spirits, is a practice session for the times 

when we really need peace to get through the day, resolve a conflict, 

weather a tragedy, all those times when we feel angry or sorrowful or 

frightened. 

For what we are learning in our class on Practicing Peace with all our 

heart, mind, soul, and strength is: that Peace is the fuel we need to 

seek justice, love mercy, and walk humbly with our God.  We need an 

inner peace in times of conflict.  We need an inner peace in times of 

hardship.  We need an inner peace when all whatever is breaking loose 

all around us and we don’t know what to do, or how to proceed, or how 

things will turn out, or even if we will survive.  That’s when we need 
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peace.  That’s when all the times we have sought and found peace are 

going to come in handy.   

The Sadducees and the Pharisees wanted to use their authority and 

power to make John stop whatever he was doing: they had no peace in 

their spirits; they wanted to enforce a particular order on the world 

and John was upsetting that order.  They were afraid that the Romans 

would catch wind of John stirring up the people, and come down on 

everybody.  They wanted to control the situation because the changes 

and the challenges he represented, in their eyes, at least, threatened 

the fragile peace they had worked out with the empire. 

That was their idea of peace.  But John had a different vision.  In 

John’s vision, the people needed not peace with the Romans, but peace 

with God.  In John’s vision, the Messiah was coming, and the promises 

of Isaiah and the other prophets were about to be fulfilled.  And those 

promises were promises of freedom, of glory, of beauty, and of the 

righteousness of God, where there were no oppressors, where there 

were no predators, where the poor and the meek would finally have an 

equitable share of all the grace and goodness that creation had to 

offer.  Lions and lambs and fatlings together.  Bears and cows 

together.  Asps and children together – everyone safe, everyone filled 

with joy, everyone being all they were called to be, everyone in the 

peace of God, which passes all understanding, filling their hearts and 

minds in the knowledge and love of God. 

So repent and bear fruit worthy of repentance.  Practice peace.  Seek 

justice, love mercy, and walk humbly.  Be loved.  Love God, love 

neighbor.  Love yourself and pray for your enemies. Forgive and be 

forgiven. Know that God has called you.  Live into that call.  Chip out 

that old grout and put in the new.  Repent. 


