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Good morning, you brood of vipers! I’ve always wanted to say that. Don’t get me wrong. I like y’all and 
everything, but it just feels kinda good to say something like that. You brood of vipers. Cracks me up. Those 
Biblical prophets didn’t hold back. John’s the one calling out the vipers this time, but it’s just the most recent 
example in a long line of prophetic insults. And sure, it sounds harsh, but he gets the message across. You can’t 
hear John hollerin’ and think you can just keep on livin’ how you’ve been livin’. But it feels so different from 
how we think we’re supposed to talk about church. These days, we’re big on welcoming folks. The buzz word 
on this is “radical hospitality.” It means welcoming folks no one else will welcome, and it means welcoming 
everyone into the hope-filled promises of Jesus Christ.  

I have a priest friend that loves John’s condemnation so much, that he got a welcome mat for his front 
door made. It’s the color for the season of Advent, and in big, bold letters, when you ring the doorbell and look 
down to wipe your feet, it reads, “Welcome, you brood of vipers!” What a way to welcome. But you know 
what? I think I like it, not just ‘cause it’s funny, which it is, but because I think it’s kind of what we’re supposed 
to do. When we welcome people into the Christian Life, it would be a disingenuous invitation if we pretended 
all would be hunky dory, and this new life would be an easy one. But it’s not, and it won’t be. Jesus’s yoke may 
be easy and his burden light, but there’s a lot of hard living still to be done. We will find pain. We will see loss. 
We will touch the highest reaches of faith, and lose it again. We will fail at this Christian Life time and again, 
but there’s always the relief of Christ for us sinners. There’s always relief for the brood of vipers.  

I think that’s about as radical a statement of welcome I’ve ever heard. You are broken, and so are we. 
But there’s a way to get better, bit by bit. Come on in. Sure, that’s gentler than “brood of vipers,” but it’s not as 
catchy. Those old time prophets were catchy, but they weren’t always diplomatic. But the idea’s the same. With 
John and his vipers, and for all of us now, while we look towards the coming of Christmas and the Return of 
Christ, we’re reminded of that voice calling out in the wilderness. It’s time to get ready.  

Now, I know, with the big tree downtown all lit up and candles in shop windows and The Little 
Drummer Boy playing in every room you walk into, dwelling on our sins doesn’t seem like the best way to get 
into the holiday spirit. But this isn’t Lent. There’s a different feeling in Lent, I think. The Season of Lent gets its 
character from Good Friday. At the end of that penitential season, Christ will end up on the Cross, taking on all 
the sins of the world, which means taking on all of our sins. Lent is set aside to consider those sins, repent of 
what we’ve done wrong, and then witness the painful truth of him who bore those sins in our stead. Lent should 
feel heavy, and the lifting of that weight, while a gift, will break our hearts. But this is Advent. Advent’s also 
about penitence, but it’s a bit different. Advent gets its character from Christ entering the world, first at 
Christmas and later, we know not when, at the Second Coming. We await his coming in glory, we long for it, 
we anticipate the day Christ returns and all is made right. And when he shows up to make everything right, we 
want him to find us as right as we can be. It’s a hopeful penitence.  

Think about it this way. Have you ever gotten dressed up fancy for a big event? You probably did some 
things different from how you normally would. Maybe you combed your hair. Maybe you tucked in your shirt. 
Maybe you shined your shoes or steam-ironed a dress or put bandaids on that spot on the back of your heel 
where the fancy shoes rub funny. But you did things to prepare yourself, corrected things that were askew, and 
walked out the door ready for the big day with your best self there. Now, to be clear, messy hair or wrinkly 
clothes don’t mean you’re a sinner. Being human does. And most of the time, if we’re really trying to look our 
best, we do it partly for the event and the people there, but we also do it for ourselves. I don’t want to embarrass 
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Becca when we go out in public because I’ve forgotten how to apply deodorant. But I also don’t want to 
embarrass myself.  

Now, the truth is, most of the time, when we show up to those events, if we hadn’t combed our hair or 
whatever, no one’s going to care. We’ll know, but most other people won’t notice, or if they do, won’t be 
bothered. I think that’s where the entry and re-entry of Christ comes in. We want to get gussied up because 
we’re so excited for the big day. Jesus isn’t going to care what you look like, but maybe he’ll appreciate the 
effort you put in. Even the brood of vipers sure cleans up nice.  

What we’re about in Advent is looking around at our own lives and picking out those places that need 
gussyin’ up. The lint ball on the sleeve of your soul, the neglected friend, the actively antagonized enemy, even 
the long-lasting family weirdness. We find those places, those people, those sins, and we welcome them in. You 
are broken, and so are we. But there’s a way to get better. Come on in, you brood of vipers. 
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