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Two old friends met in the checkout line 
Did you hear the good news? 
 No tell me! 
Well I got married? 

That is good news. 
Not really… She’s ugly! 

Well that’s bad. 
No, that’s good! You see… She’s rich. 

Oh, that’s good news! 
No, it’s bad! She won’t give me a cent 

That is bad.” 
No, that’s good! She bought me servants and a big house 

That’s good. 
No! The house burnt down. 

Oh, that is bad. 
No, that’s good news! She was in it! 
 
In today’s reading about John the Baptist ends with… 
He proclaimed the good news to the people. 
 
But right before this… the bad news… 
 
Don’t hoard your coats… and/or… your food. 
Be “squeaky-clean” in your honesty. 
Stay away from every form of extortion… 
including threats, and false accusations. 
Be satisfied with your current wages 
And don’t take company money that doesn’t belong to you. 
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In short… nobody walks away from John without thinking… 
I’m going to need a lot of renovation. 
 
That voice in the wilderness… Crying out… Repent… 
It’s directed at me… at all of us 
 
Although it’s easy to see this as a good news / bad news story… 
But in reality… 
It’s all good! 
 
Because there’s nothing better than living with a clean heart.   
No debris…  No deception…  No dishonesty…  No duplicity... 
 
And yet… so many of us stumble toward Christmas 
And into God’s presence…  
without cleaning the closets of our heart 
and miss experiencing  
How good an uncontaminated life can be! 
 
It’s like when you can’t brush your teeth  
And they start to feel furry 
 
And when you finally brush and floss and rinse 
And you love the way your mouth feels 
All clean and sparkling white 
 
The same is true of our hearts 
They work so much better… when they’re clean… 
 
 



3 
 
And the Gospel is never more “Good News”  
than when it produces “spring-cleaning in the soul.” 
 
Yes, I know, Advent doesn’t come in the Spring. 
But any day is a good day to clean out a closet 
especially if it’s in your heart. 
 
And the best time to do it, is when it’s fresh in your mind! 
 
One day, a college professor saw his son in the bathroom.  
The floor was flooded and he was mopping furiously.  
 
The teacher professor began thinking…  
trying to understand the deeper ramifications of the situation. 
After a few moments, the son said, 
Dad, this is not the time to philosophize. It is time to mop! 
 
John’s call to repentance was not to talk about turning around 
But to actually make the turn 
 
That’s the starting point for soul cleaning 
Do something. Make a change. Start small. Then keep going. 
Always moving forward 
Until we get some momentum going 
 
The largest locomotive in the world can locked in place 
by placing one-inch blocks of wood in front of the drive wheels.  
 
That same locomotive… moving at 100 miles an hour  
Will burst through steel reinforced concrete 5 feet thick 
but it had to be moving first. 
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Same is true for us. 
Until we actually start making changes 
We’re stuck.  
And staying stuck takes very little effort. 
 
Moving forward… God loves that! 
That’s why we repent 
To show gratitude to our creator 
It’s to please God 
And whenever we turn from sin… God smiles. 
 
When Verdi was a young composer 
He hurried through a composition 
He knew it wasn’t his best.  
 
At the end, an enthusiastic yet undiscriminating audience  
went into unwarranted raptures and cheered the composer. 
The cheers echoed down the halls of the theatre.  
But Verdi paid little heed. 
He had eyes for only one man.  
He looked to the box where this one man sat.  
All the raves of the crowd could not compensate  
for the lack of this man’s approval.  
The man was the great composer Rossini 
He was not smiling. 
 
If you were to look into the face of God right now 
Would he be smiling? 
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When we compare ourselves to others… 
We think we’re doing pretty well. 
The question is… could we do better? 
 
In this season of Advent 
We hear John the Baptist’s ancient alarm 
Echoing through the centuries… 
His voice… crying out in the wilderness 
Rejected by the people then 
still rejected today 
 
And yet… 80 generations later… 
His voice remains both clear… and hard to hear… 
While the voices of those who rejected him… 
are as silent as their tombs… 
 
John’s message wasn’t popular 
After he called out Herod because of all his evil deeds 

They locked him up in a prison. 
 
So much for… 
Don’t Kill the Messenger 
 
Before John got to the good news… 
He issued the prerequisites 
Share what you have 
Don’t rip off others 
Be satisfied with what you’ve got  
Turn away from the sin… turn toward God 
Repent! Then Receive 
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Nowhere in the gospels does it say, 

Sin all you want, because God loves you,  
 
We can’t receive God’s grace  
when we turn our backs to Him 
We have to face God,  
and to do that 
we have to turn away from sin. 
 
When William Willimon was Chaplain at Duke 
He told his students… 
If you are going to graduate,  

you must first get past the English Department.  
If you are going to practice law,  

you must pass the bar.  
If you want to get to medical school  

you must survive Organic Chemistry.  
 
Likewise,  
If you want to get to the joy of Bethlehem 
in the presence of Jesus,  
you must get past John the Baptist in the desert.”  
 
Repent! About-face! Turning around… 180 degrees! 
 
 
 
 
 
 
In John Steinbeck’s “The Wayward Bus”  
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a dilapidated old bus takes a cross-country shortcut  
and gets stuck in the mud.  
 
While the driver goes for help  
the passengers take refuge in a cave. 
 
At the entrance of the cave… scrawled in huge letters… is… 
Repent! 
 
The stranded passengers are lost… 
Both literally… and spiritually… 
Yet none of them pay any attention to it whatsoever. 
Let’s not make this our story. 
 
John the Baptist calls upon us to take our sinning seriously. 
Why? Because God takes it seriously! 
Repentance is not just changing our minds,  
or feeling sorry for something that we have done,  
or even making bold resolves  
that we will never participate in certain conduct again.  
 
Repentance means to turn around and move in a new direction.  
 
John the Baptist wanted everyone to… 
Turn our lives toward Jesus. 
This is not a negative thing… 
It’s a positive thing… 
Because it breaks the chains of oppression… 
that holds us back. 
Only when we’ve made our about face…  
can we face the one who loves us 
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without remorse 
and live the Good News. 
 
The Good News is not easy 
It’s not comfortable 
It is not a free pass 
 
It has conditions 
It has requirements 
It takes us places we’d rather not go… 
 
But what it brings… 
What it offers… 
Is just so worth it! 
 
 


