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A few weeks ago, I was puttering around inside the rectory when the fence guys got here. I don’t 
remember exactly what I was up to, but I do remember hearing music coming from the open door of their 
pick-up truck. This was nothing unusual. In fact, I’d gotten kind of used to the radio stations the different work 
crews listened to. One sang along to Country. Another tuned in for Classic Rock. And another picked the dulcet 
tones of Heavy Metal. Whatever their tastes, they’d pipe their music over to wherever they were working, 
sometimes with an actual boombox, most of the time cranking the stereo in the pick-up and swinging the door 
open wide. But on that particular morning early in December, the music filling the air around St. Thomas’ was 
Bing Crosby crooning “Silver Bells.” It tickled me, especially ‘cause the guy singing along while he worked 
had long hair, tattoos, and facial piercings.  

Now, I’m kind of an Advent Grinch. I appreciate Christmas and all it stands for, and I will celebrate the 
arrival of the Messiah in a big way, but I’ll do it when the time comes. The twelve days of Christmas begin on 
Christmas, not before. ‘Cause before Jesus gets here, we’ve got some tidying up to do. But that morning, with 
Silver Bells booming behind my house, I caught something of an early Christmas bug. In The War to Reclaim 
Advent, I went on furlough, at least for a song or two. There was just something so right about that guy singing 
that tune, and there was something right in me being there to hear it. In a weird way, it was a very Advent-y 
kind of moment. When he started singing, it made me stop and listen. And when I stopped and listened, instead 
of getting caught up in my own grinchiness, I heard something of God re-entering the world. I mean, I don’t 
know that carpenter well enough to say what his religious life looks like, but I’d long since decided that he was 
a non-Christian type. And maybe he was, but at least in that moment, he sang of Christmas on its way. And he 
sang of Christmas on its way with an old song, reaching 70 years into the past and joining in a story told by a 
Catholic and written by a pair of Jews. And he sang all that by the doors of an Episcopal Church.  

You know, that carpenter reminds me a little bit of John the Baptist. Maybe it’s a stretch, but go with me 
on this. See, he came here with work to do. He’s got a wild look to him, the kind of look that makes established 
religious folks nervous. And when he got here, in spite of what those established religious folks expected, he 
proclaimed the coming of Christ. Now, I know, there are some differences. John baptized, this guy swung a 
hammer. John meant to proclaim the coming of Jesus; I’m not sure this guy meant to proclaim anything. Also, 
this guy was really friendly. He’d say good morning and smile and shake my hand.  

John? well, John’s not quite so amiable. Instead, when all those good people of God show up at the 
Jordan because they believe John’s message, John says, “Welcome, you brood of vipers!” Can you imagine if I 
started announcements like that? Welcome to St. Thomas’, you brood of vipers! But what John does, in spite of 
his rough demeanor, is proclaim the Good News. He tells the people to do their tidying up now. That is, repent, 
and get ready! The Messiah’s coming! He reaches many years into the past and joins in a story told by a prophet 
and written for God’s people. And those same people stand before him, ready to repent, ready to give up what 
this world values, ready to step into the muddy waters of the Jordan...and John says, you think you’ve got it, but 
you don’t. It’s not about me. It’s not about the water. It’s not about your ancestors. It’s about what’s to come. 
Jesus will be here, soon, and you better get ready. You’ve got some tidying up to do before you can welcome 
Christ into your lives. And that’s what this whole season and the next one, too, that’s what this is all about. It’s 
time to get ready. Change what needs changin’ and get ready. But the crowd doesn’t just take this on the chin. 
They ask John for some help. Repent? Ok, we can do that. Uh, how do we do that?  
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See, John’s been talking about things changing. And we hear a lot from the Bible about things changin’. 
We call it the Kingdom of God, and it’s a great vocabulary word, only we don’t always know what it means. 
But John? John knows. For John, the Kingdom of God is a place where no one has more than they need until 
everyone has all that they need. No one gets an extra coat until everyone has a coat. No one gets dinner until 
everyone’s had lunch. No one takes more than what’s owed, and no one takes by threat. In John’s 
understanding, everyone has enough because no one has taken more than their share. For John, that’s the 
Kingdom that’s coming with Christ, and remember, Christ is coming soon, so it’s time to get ready now. John’s 
whole purpose is to get folks ready for that day, and he’s not about to let a little thing like tact get in the way.  

But there’s a part of this whole story that has a tendency to slip away in my memory every time I’m 
away from it for a spell. See, when I remember this story, I like to imagine John yelling at someone deserving, 
like the Pharisees. Yeah, they’re the vipers! Them! And John does yell at them, but that happens over in 
Matthew’s Gospel, which is a shame today, because I’m a whole lot more comfortable with that message. Those 
folks over there need to hear John. But when John does his yelling in Luke’s Gospel, he’s not yelling at corrupt 
leaders. He’s yelling at people, good, established church going folk like you and me. And that’s an altogether 
harder message to hear. Because it puts us on the hook and asks us to do the changin’, to put our grinchiness 
aside for the sake of helping somebody else that needs what we have.  

That voice crying out in the wilderness, even when it’s pitch-perfect, it’s not an easy one to hear. 
Because in that voice, baptism and charity and hope are all tied up with repentance. They’re tied up in Christ, 
they’re tied up in Advent, and they’re tied up today. Folks, if Luke’s John is right, then we’ve all got some 
tidying up to do. Each one of us. Some extra generosity, maybe. Some amendment of life. Maybe even some 
proclaiming of our own. Glimpses of Christmas will peek through, even now, but it’s John’s refrain that gets us 
there with a two-thousand year-old voice crying out in the wilderness or a fifty-something singing loudly on the 
lawn. Either way, Christ is coming, soon. And that is Good News, but before Jesus gets here, we’ve all got 
some chanin’, some tidying up, to do. But that’s our welcome. That’s our welcome, us brood of vipers. That’s 
our welcome to the Kingdom of God.  
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