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There’s an urban legend among preachers that I absolutely believe is true in spirit even if I will admit to
embellishing the details. All of my life I have been told that Jesus is the Good Shepherd, that we are the
flock of Christ, and that this is a wonderful gift. My life has been filled with images of Christ carrying a
lamb on His shoulders, idyllic landscapes painted with sheep spotting the hills, and the idea that a
peaceful night can be attained by counting sheep as I lay in my bed.

I am not alone in being surrounded by such images of sheep. One poor wee lamb of a preacher was
once given the opportunity to visit the sheep of one of his congregation members. Imagining a serene
visit, the pastor said goodbye to his partner and headed out into the hills. Hours later, the preacher
walked through the door returning home with a wild look in their eyes, an unruly mop of hair, and a giant
hole in the bottom of their pants.

The preacher’s partner was aghast. What happened? The preacher said: “It was a beautiful day and I
walked out to the field with my parishioner. The sheep looked so majestic and beautiful across the field,
but then they came over. Can I tell you that the sheep seriously smelled? I know they live in a field, but
they smell bad. They had such an odor I literally stepped back, tripped over one of the sheep and fell
down. They were all around me and all I could hear was the sheep.”

This explained a lot, but it didn’t explain the hole in the pants. The preacher explained how carefully the
attempt was made to get up from all fours when a final lesson was learned about the beautiful sheep
the preacher had always admired. The hole in the bottom of the pants was explained in two words:
“Sheep bite.”

As a preacher, I have learned that people will make assumptions about the things they come across in
their lives. People love sheep until one is nibbling their extremities. Children love the idea of raising
chickens until one is chasing them around the coop. Skiing looks incredible until you find yourself
rushing downhill out of control. Most people assume the very best of things until they realize things may
be more complicated than originally expected. As such, the things we assume the best of are often
romanticized in our minds.

The holidays are no exception. We have candy canes and they are lovely reminders of shepherds that
thankfully taste much better than the wooden crooks of a shepherd. We have lights everywhere
reminding us of the coming of the light of the world that literally defy the darkness that surrounds them.
We rarely stop, if even for a moment, to think of how dark the night must have been before Christ came
into the world.

There is one figure that is hard to sugar coat. Last week it was mentioned that we rarely (if ever) have
John the Baptist inspired Advent goodies. Although I may one day eat my word, I have never seen
locust shaped cookies sweetened with honey, and in New York at least nobody wants to get baptized in
a river when it is snowing outside.



One of the reasons for that lack is the very nature of what John proclaims. John is preparing the way for
Christ to come into the world, but that does not mean selling candy or handing out gifts. Instead, John
is literally at the edge of society. In John’s day, the wilderness was a place where wild things existed
and where the world became a dangerous place. John presents a message of repentance and
forgiveness in the wilderness rumored by many to be a sanctuary for both the dangerous and the
demonic, John calls out for people to prepare the way for God.

When the people do arrive, the people are met by a John that frankly could be described as frustrated,
upset, and opinionated. He compares the people who come to him to a brood of vipers. He seems
indignant that they respond to God’s call. Who wants a cookie reminding them of the person who told
the long suffering Israelites that their heritage meant little if it stood in the way of their repentance?

John was not a cuddly figure, but perhaps John is the exact figure that needs to be at the center of our
preparation. I started the sermon off with a joke that some might consider questionable. Who starts a
sermon with a joke about someone being bitten on their tuckus? Is that really appropriate? Isn’t this a
church?

John the Baptist preached a far more offensive lesson long ago. Do you have enough food to share
with the hungry? Share it with your neighbor who is hungry! Do you have two coats? Give one away!
John is literally a person known for wearing one questionable coat and is telling people to share from
their abundance while standing on the edge of barrenness where the wild things live.

Think about how much money we spend as a people on the holidays. While there certainly is some
philanthropy and generosity, unless you are listening to NPR, the advertisements on the radio are rarely
for you to support a charity. Buy a new car for the holidays! Explore the world with a shiny new watch!
Why have your loved ones walk around the block when you could give them the newest model of a
virtual reality headset? The world around us is practically begging for our money.

Meanwhile, John the Baptist has one coat. How would John the Baptist spend his money if he lived
today? I have been known to buy some silly stuff over the years, so I do not ask these questions from a
place of perfection. John the Baptist asks me how I spend my money every time that I read his story
and almost every time I feel the same feeling deep in my soul.

John the Baptist’s words make me feel a deep sense of conviction. As much as we may want to avoid
the uncomfortable feeling of thinking that we may not be doing the right thing in our lives, every now
and again we need to admit that we might need to reevaluate the way we spend our money, spend our
time, and spend our resources.

Am I telling you to go and sell all of your Christmas presents and give the money to the poor? No, I’m
not, but I know perfectly well that there are places in the scriptures that say similar things explicitly. I am
not telling you that buying gifts for people that you love is a mistake or sinful, because saying such
things from my position would be hypocritical.

I am saying that such messages exist in the scripture and at the end of the day, John the Baptist likely
had one coat. I said at the very beginning of this message that sheep bite and I want to be very clear
when I say that I do not like being bitten metaphorically or literally. I simply want to point out that this
passage is a part of our Advent tradition and ask that each of us wrestle with it in our own way.



Meanwhile, John’s message does present us with two simple truths. One, the life of faith is
complicated. Two, John was in the wilderness preaching such words because God had not given up on
the people. Although John was gruff, the reality is that you do not send someone with a message of
redemption and forgiveness to people that you do not care about.

God deeply loved the people enough to send John. God deeply loves you as well. Even as we struggle
through these words, I pray that you do not forget that God loves you deeply and thoroughly.


