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Texts:  
Isaiah 11:1-10; Psalm 72:1-7, 18-19; Romans 15:4-13; and Matthew 3:1-12

Isaiah 11:1-10
A shoot shall come out from the stump of Jesse, and a branch shall grow 

out of his roots. 2The spirit of the Lord shall rest on him, the spirit of wisdom and 
understanding, the spirit of counsel and might, the spirit of knowledge and the 
fear of the Lord. 3His delight shall be in the fear of the Lord. He shall not judge 
by what his eyes see, or decide by what his ears hear; 4but with righteousness he 
shall judge the poor, and decide with equity for the meek of the earth; he shall 
strike the earth with the rod of his mouth, and with the breath of his lips he shall 
kill the wicked. 5Righteousness shall be the belt around his waist, and faithfulness 
the belt around his loins. 6The wolf shall live with the lamb, the leopard shall lie 
down with the kid, the calf and the lion and the fatling together, and a little child 
shall lead them. 7The cow and the bear shall graze, their young shall lie down to-
gether; and the lion shall eat straw like the ox. 8The nursing child shall play over 
the hole of the asp, and the weaned child shall put its hand on the adder’s den. 
9They will not hurt or destroy on all my holy mountain; for the earth will be full 
of the knowledge of the Lord as the waters cover the sea.

10On that day the root of Jesse shall stand as a signal to the peoples; the na-
tions shall inquire of him, and his dwelling shall be glorious.

Matthew 3:1-12
In those days John the Baptist appeared in the wilderness of Judea, pro-

claiming, 2“Repent, for the kingdom of heaven has come near.” 
3This is the one of whom the prophet Isaiah spoke when he said, “The voice 

of one crying out in the wilderness: ‘Prepare the way of the Lord, make his paths 
straight.’” 

4Now John wore clothing of camel’s hair with a leather belt around his 
waist, and his food was locusts and wild honey. 5Then the people of Jerusalem 
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and all Judea were going out to him, and all the region along the Jordan, 6and 
they were baptized by him in the river Jordan, confessing their sins.

7But when he saw many Pharisees and Sadducees coming for baptism, he 
said to them, “You brood of vipers! Who warned you to flee from the wrath to 
come? 8Bear fruit worthy of repentance. 9Do not presume to say to yourselves, 
‘We have Abraham as our ancestor’; for I tell you, God is able from these stones 
to raise up children to Abraham. 10Even now the ax is lying at the root of the 
trees; every tree therefore that does not bear good fruit is cut down and thrown 
into the fire. 

11“I baptize you with water for repentance, but one who is more powerful 
than I is coming after me; I am not worthy to carry his sandals. He will baptize 
you with the Holy Spirit and fire. 12His winnowing fork is in his hand, and he will 
clear his threshing floor and will gather his wheat into the granary; but the chaff 
he will burn with unquenchable fire.”

The business of preparing is a hallmark activity of this season. Prepar-
ing for company to come over for Christmas dinner, preparing decorations 
around the house, preparing your heart for that family member who is hard to 
get along with, preparing for the office party, preparing presents to be put to-
gether and wrapped, preparing for your child’s class party.

Most of us are pretty good at preparing in this way. 
Other stuff is harder to prepare for — the first Christmas without your 

loved one, Christmas without a job, Christmas split between families, Christ-
mas away from home, Christmas customs and celebrations on someone else’s 
terms in ways you wouldn’t necessarily have done it.  

These are not easy to prepare for. 
I bet we could share with each other how our Christmas shopping list is 

going or how preparations are going for the parties, and all of that is fine. But 
what about preparations for Jesus?
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How is it going with your soul on preparing for Christ to enter or re-en-
ter your life this time of year?

John the Baptist comes crashing into our Advent this year with Christ-
mas cheer and his talk of vipers, axes, cutting down stuff, and repentance. 

Before and during all our other preparations for the season, most of 
which is outward preparation – John reminds us of the inner work, the interior 
life of the person that always needs attention. Repentance for us is the first 
order work of preparation in this season.

Repentance, or metanoia, to use the Greek word, refers to far more than 
simply being or saying one is sorry for past sins, far more than mere regret or 
remorse for such sins. It refers to a turning away from the past way of life and 
the beginning of a new one, in this experience with John in the wilderness, is 
initialized by an act of baptism. That is, the symbolic cleansing and washing 
away of sin so the work of reconciliation with God and neighbor can begin 
again and our hearts in a place to receive the coming Messiah.

Many of you will have heard now of the death this last week of Nelson 
Mandela. Mandela of course was the past president of the nation of South Af-
rica and most significantly led the nation from its apartheid history of racial 
segregation into an era wherein both white and black South Africans have a 
role in political and social life. He spent nearly 30 years in prison at one time.

His leadership was charismatic not sheerly for force of personality but 
by the content and message of his leadership. Mandela’s leadership was based 
in a vision of reconciliation.

His vision of the future did not involve a simple turning of the tables 
wherein power simply changed hands from white South Africans to black 
South Africans but one where the two repented, told the truth to one another 
and to God, forgave each other, and reconciled for the good of nation. 

The Truth and Reconciliation Commission was the basis for this turn 
around, and, while South Africa is not perfect today, Mandela’s leadership is 
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one not just to be celebrated after his passing but should be imitated by lead-
ers of any kind any where.

We people of Christian faith would say that the kingdom of God came 
near during those early days of reconciliation in that country. And it’s those 
moments big and small that we pray for and prepare ourselves for this Advent 
season. Moments big and small when God comes to you and me in ways that 
inspire, challenge, and give hope.

Mandela once said, “I am not a saint, unless you think of a saint as a sin-
ner who keeps on trying.”

We are all sinners who are called by God to keep on trying. If we are 
completely honest with ourselves, we are all ones who have broken relation-
ships of a kind or another, we have an inner life that is constantly invaded by 
temptations of all sorts. 

The only sort of temptation that John speaks directly to in our text is 
the one for people of faith, and it is directed here to the Pharisees and Saddu-
cees. They were faithful members of official Judaism. They kept the law, they 
went to church, turned in their pledge cards, and did generally what was out-
wardly expected of them….and yet, John says — too many of them were “gravy 
training” off of their lineage. That is, because Father Abraham followed God, 
because the ancestors were faithful, because grandma went to church, I go to 
church; therefore, all must be well. I must be good. I’m on the inside. 

The sin to which John points here to repent of is to the faithful becom-
ing too comfortable with our place and position, too comfortable with our own 
practices, too comfortable with keeping outward appearances while missing 
the heart of the faith, missing the journey from repentance to forgiveness to 
reconciliation with God and each other.

In his short story titled “Good People of God,” the late Atlanta columnist 
Lewis Grizzard reflects humorously and poignantly on his faith experience. 
(He grew up in a small Methodist congregation.)
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 In this excerpt, Grizzard writes about an experience of his just before 
going in to heart surgery.

“My minister and I were alone in my hospital room. I was stretched out 
in bed. He pulled his chair alongside mine.

“I haven’t been exactly faithful,” I said. 
“None of us have,” said my minister.
“I don’t think you understand,” I went on. “At last count, I had violated 

eight of the original Ten Commandments and had strongly considered the 
other two.”

We talked about forgiveness. We talked about it for a long time. I listened 
closely. When he finished, I said, “Then you think if I don’t make it through the 
operation tomorrow, there’s still time for me to be forgiven for all the things 
I’ve done wrong?”

He looked at his watch. “There’s still time,” he said, “but I’d get on it right 
away.”  

We prayed together before he left. He asked God to watch over me dur-
ing the operation. I wanted him to ask God to have a sense of humor when he 
looked over my past life, but he didn’t ask that.

I got out of my bed as the preacher began to leave. Family and friends 
were outside waiting. First, I shook his hand. Then, I reached my arms around 
him, and he reached his arms around me. 

Ushered into God’s presence, Grizzard said, “Compared to the comfort 
and assurance of resting in the arms of God for a few moments, Valium is 
child’s play.”

One of the many ironies of repentance is that there is joy in it. There is 
freedom. 

Father Dwight Longenecker, Catholic priest says, “When I say ‘I’m sorry,’ 
I become most fully real because I am facing reality. When I say ‘Mea Culpa, 
It’s my fault,’ I achieve freedom. When I cease to blame others and say, ‘What’s 
wrong with the world: I am,’ I am taking responsibility, and when I take re-
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sponsibility I take charge. My will is engaged. I am suddenly mature and fully 
human.”

This is why repentance is joyful — because I am facing reality and ac-
cepting freedom. Repentance requires humility. St Augustine said, “Do you 
wish to rise? Begin by descending. You plan a tower that will pierce the 
clouds? Lay first the foundation of humility.” 

This action has built into it our need for God, for why would we repent 
unless we were asking forgiveness, and why ask for forgiveness unless we 
trusted in the only one who has power to forgive? This step of humility is also 
a step of good humor, for when we know we are weak we are most strong, and 
that paradox is a joyful realization.

Repentance is growth. It is preparation, it cleans the slate and readies us 
for the One who is always coming. 

The Eastern Orthodox teach that the soul is closest to God not when it is 
receiving consolations or is experiencing some great miracle or wonder, but it 
is when we truly and honestly utter the words, “Lord Jesus Christ, Son of God, 
Have Mercy on me a Sinner.” 

My heart is often drawn to poetry in the Advent season; here’s one by 
Jan Richardson:

Strange how one word 
will so hollow you out. 
But this word 
has been in the wilderness 
for months. 
Years.

This word is what remained 
after everything else 
was worn away 
by sand and stone. 
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It is what withstood 
the glaring of sun by day, 
the weeping loneliness of 
the moon at night.

Now it comes to you 
racing out of the wild 
eyes blazing 
and waving its arms, 
its voice ragged with desert 
but piercing and loud 
as it speaks itself 
again and again.

Prepare, prepare.
It may feel like 

the word is leveling you 
emptying you 
as it asks you 
to give up 
what you have known.

It is impolite 
and hardly tame 
but when it falls 
upon your lips 
you will wonder 
at the sweetness

like honey 
that finds its way 
into the hunger 
you had not known 
was there.
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Repentance and the freedom and new life and open spaces it leads to is 
what our hearts desire for ourselves and the world. 

We hunger for the vision of peace and harmony that Isaiah spoke of all 
these animals laying around together, where enemies are friends and the old 
world order it turned upside down. 

We hunger for marriages to last, for love to be found, for relationships 
to be pure and for people to achieve wonderful hopes and dreams, where chil-
dren and grandchildren, neighbor and friend and stranger all have hope. We 
hunger for it.

And it doesn’t just happen. 
Mandela understood it, John the Baptist knew it — that the peaceable 

world Isaiah imagines doesn’t just happen, we have to prepare for it, prepare 
for the One, Jesus, who can and will make it so. 

Preparation comes from repentance and the fruits of it, the results of 
our lives changing for the better, being ready for this peaceable world that 
Christ will one day usher means we begin the work of reconciliation now, in 
our time, in our communities, in our homes, in this world.  
 For Mandela in South Africa in his time, it meant one thing. What does it 
mean for us?

Where are the broken places? 
With whom are you estranged?
Who are the ones who are missing from our circles?
Who are the forgotten, discarded, disregarded and disrespected?
John the Baptist directed his ire toward the religious ones in the Gos-

pel — and so we people of faith — is the faith you hold this Advent/Christmas 
your own, or someone elses? 

As we hear these words of judgment in the Gospel, friends, it is a good 
thing to remember that the one who prunes and watches us for faithfulness 
is the one who loves us the most. God understands our possibilities and our 
limitations.



Sermons are also available pre-printed and on CD. The pre-printed sermons are in the information racks at the 
Jones Plaza entrance to the Sanctuary Building. To order a $5 CD of the complete worship service, contact Phyllis 
Brockermeyer at 713-528-0527 or pbrock@stpaulshouston.org.
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We are doing as most of you are, decorating for Christmas. For us that in-
volves taking everything out of the attic, going through those Christmas boxes, 
and rediscovering all of the ornaments, mementos, wreaths, and along with 
them the stories, the memories, the traditions and customs that are associated 
with each one.

In that process we always come across a little green box. In it are the 
letters we write to Santa each year. These are composed on Christmas Eve 
and we all compose them together. It is a short note that tells Santa what we 
have prepared for him upon his arrival — cookies, milk, carrots for the rein-
deer, whatever it may be — and on the back of that note there is always a note 
from Santa who has graciously replied in his shaky hand writing thanking us.  
Thanking us for preparing for his arrival.  

So I wonder…come Christmas Eve…What would we write for Jesus?   
What would we prepare for Jesus?  
What would we say about the year, the life, the memories, the hurts and 

hopes, the regrets, the dreams. 
How will we prepare for His coming?  
John Baptist tells us where to start: a changed heart. And Isaiah tells us 

where it’s all going: a peaceable world one day.
This for me is a faith worth claiming all over again.
In the name of the Father, and the Son and the Holy Spirit. Amen
 


