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Isaiah 11: 1-10 Matthew 3: 1-12

Gracious God, open our hearts and minds by the power of your Holy Spirit, that
we may hear your Word with joy. Amen.

I have probably told you this before, but my first years of ministry were with the
people of Crystal City and Clearwater, Manitoba. Besides sharing a minister, they shared
many other things, though I think they were at times reluctant to admit to that.

Nevertheless, they were a good bunch of people, like most, if not all of our United
Church congregations.

So, it was the second Sunday of Advent, in whatever year this reading from
Matthew’s gospel comes around, back somewhere between 1985 and 1988.

The sound equipment of the 1980s was not what we have nowadays, and we
certainly didn't have a technological wizard like our friend Heinz, who keeps us perfectly
audible at all times.

What we had at Crystal City was one of those cigar shaped mics on a cord that
you hung around your neck. It had a switch to slide one direction to work and to slide
the other direction to be silent. And it was attached to the system by a long cord, which
you had to be careful not to trip on.

So, if memory serves me correctly, we had sung a hymn before the Gospel reading,
which meant turning the mic off. I began to read Matthew’s account of John the Baptist,
assuming that I had turned the mic back on.

As I read I wondered whether in fact the mic was on because it didn't sound like
it was. So, without paying much attention to where we were at with the gospel reading,
I reached up to the mic and tried the switch. In fact the mic had been off, and

unfortunately, I turned it on just in time to loudly proclaim to the congregation: “YOU
BROOD OF VIPERS!”

It couldn’t have come at a worse point in the gospel reading, but we survived that
service and many more until I was called to McClure United in Winnipeg.

To me it was embarrassing but I rather suspect John the Baptist might have
approved of what happened. Matthew portrays John as a rough and ready, no
nonsense, tell it like it is kind of guy. A man of high, perhaps unattainably high,
standards. Dressed like the prophet Elijah, John called all who would listen to him to
repent, to look at themselves and their place in the world and their relationship with God
and change.



So what does repentance look like?

Matthew Skinner, of Luther Seminary in St Paul, Minnesota tells of this experience
of preaching and repentance. I should add that I have heard Professor Skinner preach
in Minneapolis and have attended some lectures he presented and I have to say he is
an excellent speaker.

Professor Skinner writes:

“Several months ago I spent a weekend as a guest teacher and preacher in an out-
of-town congregation. As I'm wont to do when I preach to strangers after spending
several hours teaching them and facilitating their discussions, I left a chunk of my
sermon unfinished so I could complete it on Saturday night in the hotel room. That
allows me to preach something less canned and more responsive to what I've discerned
about the congregational context.

Something happened that night, and I still can’t figure it out completely. It was a
heavy week for me, and I felt very comfortable with this particular congregation. The
short story is this: the next morning I hit a point in the sermon where I suddenly felt
something. I was preaching my way through the manuscript when all at once I knew I
was on the edge of choking up and maybe crying. Out loud.

In the moment, the intensity of the experience surprised me. Yet I also knew right
away that I had to keep going or I would have wrecked this sermon. (Trust me on this.)
So I took an extra beat at the end of the sentence, swallowed hard, bit my tongue
harder, and managed to keep going. I don’t think anyone noticed the change in tempo
but me.

Later on Sunday, hindsight helped me recognize that I had written a few
paragraphs in the hotel room that were essentially a sermon to myself, confessing out
loud the kind of authentic participation in Christian community that I longed for (and
still do). My startled reaction in the pulpit was the point where I realized what it is I
really want—and what I need.

I've held on to the pages with those handwritten paragraphs. They may look like
a sermon to you, but to me on an ordinary summertime Sunday they were a cry for
help and a refusal to give up hope. They still guide me.”

He continues: “Our best sermons are the ones we need to hear ourselves—the ones
that put us on both sides of the pulpit at once. Personal conviction and honest
vulnerability make the word of God tangible in our weary flesh and creaking bones.

Maybe John’s message of urgency, threat, fulfillment, and hope was so widely
popular because he actually believed it himself. Maybe John wasn’t some scary, stern,
wild-eyed, bug-eating, tiber-assured screamer down by the river as much as he was a
preacher whose messages were true to his own adventure toward ongoing
repentance—manifesting his own urgency, fear, confidence, and hope, as those
experiences shaped his life.”



So writes Matthew Skinner.

Back in 1985, the same year I was ordained, novelist Dan Wakefield wrote an
article in the New York Times Magazine about his own journey of repentance, his turn
from despair to faith. The article was called “Returning to Church.” This was his
situation. He was in a bad space. His long time relationship had ended, he was out of
money, both of his parents had died within seven months of each other, work no longer
meant anything to him, and drugs were lulling him to a dangerous escape. As he says:
“I was headed for the edge of a cliff.”

A chance conversation in a neighbourhood bar about where the other person
wanted to go to mass on Christmas Eve led Wakefield to attend a Christmas candlelight
service, which led to other services, and then Bible studies and a gradually developing
devotional life.

As his religious involvement increased, he found a growing freedom from that
sense of purposelessness and what he called “my assortment of life-numbing
addictions.”

He wrote: “at some point or other they felt as if they were lifted, taken away...the
only concept I know to describe such experience is that of “grace” and the
accompanying adjective “amazing” comes to mind along with it.”

John Newton knew that deep sense of repentance and new beginning when he
wrote: “I once was lost but now am found, was blind but now I see.” Amazing grace
indeed.

Tom Long, a great American preacher and professor tells this story.

“Consider the experience of a business executive on the verge of implementing a
shrewd business plan. The scheme involved temporarily dropping prices below the
level of profitability in order to starve a smaller competitor out of the market. Then,
with the market to himself, prices and profits could rise. The fact that the competitor
was a struggling family-owned business, not really a major factor in the market, but
the sole livelihood of a family with three small children, was known to the executive.
The plan was technically legal, though, and all competitors are fair game, since
business, after all, is business.

Just as the arrangements were nearly in place, the executive was called back to
his hometown for the funeral of a cousin. During the graveside service, as the man sat
under the funeral tent which was stretched over the family plot, his eye fell on the
gravestone of his grandmother, who had died when he was only a boy. Inscribed on
her stone were words from the Book of Proverbs: “She opens her mouth with wisdom,
and the teaching of kindness is on her tongue.”

“The teaching of kindness...” The words seemed to be written in fire as they
burned his heart. He had read them many times before on nostalgic visits to the

cemetery, but now they leapt from the past into his life. He did not merely recall his
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grandmother; he was confronted by her memory, judged by the commitments he
vaguely knew she held, but had not considered to have any claim on his life. It was a
strange and disturbing experience, and he returned to his city with no will to destroy,
but to seek somehow to know and live “the teaching of kindness.”

Dr Long ends his sermon this way.
“What does repentance look like in our lives?

Whenever we return to an old and well-worn passage in the Bible and do not,
through willfulness or nostalgia, force it to say only what we expect it to say, but allow
it to encounter us anew, creating new and demanding possibilities for our lives, we
have repented.

When we invoke some experience in our memory and discover, in our
remembering, more evidence of the hand of God there than we first saw, more signs of
the grace of God than we ever knew were there before, more call for gratitude to God
than we have yet expressed, and we find in ourselves a will to live a different, more
faithful and obedient tomorrow because of what we have discerned, we have repented.

Whenever we return to the faith we have been given, to the gospel we have heard
so often, to the stories which have been told again and again, and find there not a
retreat, but a renewal. Whenever we discover that all God has done in our common
yesterdays is pointing us anew to the Christ who comes this day, to forgive our sins and
to make possible a tomorrow of faith and joy, we have repented.”

Amen.



