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Vince Lombardy had a secret to his astonishing 

coaching career: ‘We always concentrate on the 

fundamentals.’ Well, the ‘fundamental’ of Advent is 

‘repent.’ But, what a harsh word! It grates on our ears, 

reminds us of those old-time tent revivals with folks 

jumping up and down and hollerin’ and crying as the 

sweaty, worked-up evangelist – with the uncanny knack 

of making one syllable words into two and three and four 

syllable words into five – screams it menacingly from the 

platform repeatedly.  

It’s a word that makes us uncomfortable – as 

well, perhaps, it should – but not in that way.  ‘Repent’ is 

a word that’s been ‘stolen’ from the Mainline Church – 

like so many other rich theological truths: twisted and 

mangled into a dark, sinister, contorted, ominous, evil-

boding command from a demanding and wrathful God - 

rather than the gentle invitation to Grace and truly 

meaningful living it’s intended to be.  

These revivalist guys have been reading today’s 

gospel text way too much - and fixating on the ‘unusual’  

physical image of John that Matthew so creatively paints 

– to the exclusion of so much more of the ‘Jesus story’ – 

and allowing it to contort their imaginations, and their 

message. 

It’s true: John wouldn’t be at the top of my list to 

a holiday open house – in fact, we’d probably find any 

excuse we could to conveniently lose his in the shuffle. 

John had, perhaps, history’s 1st documented case of 

‘OCD’ – and it was a raging one! He’s like the relative 

you've been avoiding - you know: the one you have to 

invite to Christmas even though nobody really wants him 

there - and he'll probably bring a fruitcake...again, 

anyway. 

Doesn’t seem like much of a fun kind of guy to be 

around: way far too serious – with a laser-focus on the 

moment, and a microscopic vision of the future. ‘You 

brood of vipers! who warned you to flee from the wrath 

to come? Don’t presume because you have Abraham as 

your ancestor that you’re scott-free because God – if he 

wanted to – could raise up’ descendants to Abraham by 

the Seder plate full just from these rocks. You’re not so  

 

 

special as you think you are. You need to repent, too - for 

the kingdom of heaven has come near.’ 

Gear it down a notch or 20, John…take a breath! 

Gnaw on a locust! down some of that wild honey…You’re 

scaring people! Little children are running back up the hill 

– and their parents aren’t far behind… 

But, John kept at it yelling and dipping and yelling 

and dipping… ’cause, ya see: John knew that his time was 

short. He had vital ‘God Work’ to be done – even as he 

sensed Herod’s knife already at his throat. Besides, he 

was inviting everybody to a party, not a lynching. John's 

message of ‘glad chidings’ call us to hear Jesus' words of 

‘glad tidings.’ 

We always run into John this time ever year: 

right before Christmas – which is hard enough to get 

ready for – let alone John the Baptizer screaming in our 

ear. In fact, the Mall of America published a poll showing 

that 31% of men believe they have a better chance of 

winning the Heisman Trophy than finding the right gifts 

for their wives. Only 18 percent of women feel the same. 

So, what that means is either that men are so much 

easier to please…or that a third of us sitting here this 

morning are doomed already. But, to make you feel 

better: there are 17 more shopping days left…  

Unfortunately, ‘repenting’ can’t change that - 

but what it can change are our attitudes and the actions 

that accompany them.  

It was 11 days before Christmas – December 14th 

1862 – in blood-splattered Fredericksburg. More than 

12,000 soldiers had been killed - uncountable others, 

wounded. And 19-year-old sergeant Richard Kirkland had 

seen enough. ‘General,’ he told his commander, ‘I can’t 

stand this anymore! All I hear all night and all day is those 

poor Federal boys over yonder calling for water…and I 

want to go give them some.’ 

‘Sergeant, you’re like as to get a bullet through 

your head as soon as you step over that stone wall…’  

‘Yes, sir, I know.’ I know that. But if you let me, 

I’m willing to try it.’  All the general could say was, ‘God 

protect you.’  

Quickly Kirkland hurdled the wall – in the sights 

of every Yankee sharpshooter on the other side of that 
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open field. He walked calmly until he reached the nearest 

wounded Union soldier, knelt, gently lifted the enemy 

soldier’s head, and from his own canteen gave him a 

long, deep drink of cold water. Then he placed the 

soldier’s knapsack under his enemy’s head, and moved 

on to the next.  

For hours on end that short, chilling winter’s 

afternoon, Kirkland returned: again, and again – until 

every wounded man on that battlefield had been served.  

And never a shot was fired: the only sound: that of the 

supreme tribute of respectful and awed silence.  

To ‘repent’ means to change our attitudes 

toward other people: we don’t have to like them: their 

personalities, their actions, but, we do need to 

acknowledge them, at least, as ‘human.’ 

A better word for ‘repentance’ is ‘replacement:’ 

replacing an old habit with a better one: putting off the 

sad, sick ‘old’ self of Satan, and putting on the new self in 

Christ - because Advent’s not about preparing for 

‘Christmas’ and our Holiday party - oh, that’s what 

December might be ‘out there;’ but, in here, Advent is 

about preparing for Christ – and for his party…and part 

of preparing for any party is cleaning-up and getting 

ready: ‘repenting.’ 

A woman at the mall one day saw a cheap little 

nativity set with its characters scattered across the floor 

just as she heard a mother in the next aisle scolding her 

daughter for evidently putting something off the floor in 

her mouth. The little girl was objecting: yelling that she 

hadn't put it in her mouth - she was just giving it a kiss. 

And she begged her Mom to buy it. but, without looking,  

the mother told her to put whatever it was down…and 

the girl started crying, 

The other woman looked away a second – and 

when she glanced back, she saw the mother and 

daughter hugging and the mother explaining that they 

just couldn’t afford it this year.  

‘It’ was the baby Jesus from the spilled nativity.  

‘That’s ok, Mommy’- and her eyes lit up as she 

said it: I don't need the baby Jesus doll, really. I learned 

in Sunday School that I've got Jesus living in my heart!’ 

The woman anonymously bought the scene for 

the family – and, so the story goes: every Christmas when 

the mother and little girl put it up, the baby Jesus is 

noticeably missing. As the angel said in the Garden: ‘He 

is not here – for he is risen…’ into the little girl’s heart 

where he belongs. 

Carl Sandburg begins one of his poems by asking: 

’Could we be honest for 5 minutes - even though we’re 

in Chicago?’ Advent is about being honest: mostly with 

yourself… about really taking stock of ourselves and 

asking God to help us move in a new direction. 

I’ve wondered from time-to-time – when we 

pray that part of the confession: ‘Most Merciful God – to 

whom all hearts are open and from whom no secrets are 

hid’ – I wonder how many people pray that with their 

fingers crossed…at least in their heads, and who we think 

we’re kidding…  

Yeah. Advent’s about being honest with yourself. 

Ya’ don’t worry about God – he already knows… 

But, nobody wants to hear about repentance 

these days because there’s no guilt: any kind of moral, or 

unjust, or vile behavior is accepted – just recall the 

presidential campaign, or watch the evening news. And, 

of course, if you don’t feel you have anything to feel 

badly – or ‘guilty’ - about, there’s no reason to ‘repent’ 

or ‘replace,’ right? 

We may have sidelined the act of repentance, 

but God hasn’t. Only Matthew and Luke tell the birth 

stories of Jesus, but all four gospels report the preaching 

of John the Baptist. Somebody must think it’s a rather 

good thing to do… 

But, you don’t need to be afraid of it. Nobody 

needs to be scared into it with the fear of hell shoved 

down their throat. We simply need to be open to it – and 

like Grace: just let it flow.  

But, repentance is more than just saying the 

right words; it’s living the right life – and what is that 

‘right’ life?...  

Look up behind you when you go out into the 

Narthex this morning and you’ll see the painting over the 

doors from the prophet Micah: “What does the Lord 

require of you: (just) do justice, love kindness, and walk 

humbly with your God.’ That’s it. It ain’t ‘rocket science.’ 

But, without repentance – ‘replacement’ – you’ll never 

be able to come even close. And you’ll continue to 

wallow in your misery of self-deception and self-denial. 

Repentance from sin is like the guy who’d spent 

his whole life in the desert. one day came to visit a friend  

in town. He’d never seen a train - and, while standing in 

the middle of a track, he hears this shrill whistle. And he 

hears it again. But, he doesn’t know what it is. So, the 

train hits him – but only slightly: a glancing blow, and 

some bruises…  

After he got out of the hospital, he was at his 

friend's house for a party when - in the kitchen - he 

suddenly hears the same whistle. He grabs a baseball bat 

and bashes until the tea pot is just a lump of metal. His 

friend yells, “Bill! "Why'd you ruin my good tea kettle?" 

to which the desert man replies: "Bob, lemme’ tell ya,  ya’ 

gotta’ kill these things when they're small…" 
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So, maybe it’s time to reflect on that first vow of 

our baptism: ‘Do you renounce all the forces of evil, the 

devil, and all his empty promises?’ What do you say?  I 

do. What about the rest of it:  

Do you believe in god the father? I believe in 

God, the father almighty, creator of heaven & earth. 

Do you believe in Jesus Christ, the Son of God? I 

believe in Jesus Christ, his only Son, our Lord. He was 

conceived by the power of the Holy Spirit and born of 

the virgin Mary. He suffered under Pontius Pilate, was 

crucified, died, and was buried. he descended into hell. 

On the third day he rose again. He ascended into 

heaven, and is seated at the right hand of the father. He 

will come again to judge the living and the dead. 

Do you believe in god the holy spirit? I believe in 

the Holy Spirit, the Holy catholic Church, the 

communion of saints, the forgiveness of sins, the 

resurrection of the body, and the life everlasting. Amen 

Really? Then, John would ask: “Why don’t you live 

like it?” Amen. 
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