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To Clear and to Gather  

3 Advent C, 12/12/21 

Every now and again someone points out – it might be a parishioner, a friend, the man 

in the mirror, or one of my own children – that my sermons do come in many of the 

laors of the rainbow: sometimes sour, sometimes, salty, sometimes bitter, and sometimes 

sweet. Rarely umami, that feeling one gets from a plate of good sushi or a properly-

cooked (i.e. barely cooked) steak or mushroom; rather like the shepherd’s peevish love 

in As You Like It, one must sell where one can, and is not for all markets. Yet sometimes 

I can mix a little too much bitter with the sweet, including the horrors of life and the 

world people have made of this fragile Earth, our island home, but not enough of its 

joys. (Vide my Facebook feed: cat photos and bone-dry humor salted with apocalyptic 

insights from Chomsky, Baldwin and Orwell.) Yet since today is the Sunday of Joy – in 

Latin, Gaudete Sunday, which accounts for our being properly garbed in rose, if not 

wearing rose-colored glasses – let us, as it says in Philippians, be sure to rejoice, and be 

mindful of our need to do so:  

4:4 Rejoice in the Lord always; again I will say, Rejoice. 

4:5 Let your gentleness be known to everyone. The Lord is near. 

These should be, as they were for Paul and those who followed him, happy thoughts, 

not least because they were the chief reason Paul could think happy thoughts at all. Of 

all those whose words we read in scripture, few are more sour about the human 

condition, or about human prospects unaided, than this lethal rabbi from Tarsus who 

invented so much of Christianity as we know it. Yet here, in all their redemptive glory, 

are his reminders to be full of joy in all we do, all the time. He tells them, and us, to be 

gentle and to make sure people know it. He reminds them not to worry, to be grateful, 

and to ask God for what we most want and need, certain of God’s care for us and 

commitment to us. After all, the whole reason given in this letter for people’s rejoicing 

is that “The Lord is near.” Coming across a person who lived this way would be a 

blessing on any day. 
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You know them, of course, as do I. Some of you are them, and may not even know it. 

Some of us long to be them, and pray for the grace that brings the faith by which to do 

so. The priests who brought me back to the church as a young adult were like this, 

much as those who had driven me from church in my youth very much were not. I 

thanked, or at least like to remember that I thanked, those priests for doing as they did, 

and for having the spiritual discipline and steel to become who they were, and help me 

do likewise. They helped right a wrong in me without having ever set out to do so. It’s 

the way some people are, and what the best ministers are: they walk into a room and 

somehow make it calmer, more centered, and full of peace. (I find that I am less like that 

than to a bishop from Texas I once knew. He’d introduce himself thus: “Hi, I’m [Name]. 

I fight Hell – and fight it like hell.”) How I wish now that I could have told those 

arrogant church dividers from my youth – folks who had learned from Paul, or from 

such as Billy Graham, fear, anxiety, self-loathing, and their need to be saved from it – 

how limited they were about Paul and about our faith, and how early a stage in faith 

development such realization of inadequacies really is. See, this man who could write, 

“Rejoice in the Lord, always” began his career by watching a mob he’d help craze stone 

a good man to death because that man was good, gracious, kind, and committed to that 

very Lord and the joy his salvation brought him. He had known from his youth, but 

never quite mastered until he met the living Christ, what 1st Isaiah meant when it says: 

12:2 Surely God is my salvation; I will trust, and will not be afraid, for the LORD GOD is my 

strength and my might; he has become my salvation. 

12:3 With joy you will draw water from the wells of salvation. 

Paul had to come a long way, baby, before he could draw the water from those wells, 

and teach others to do so. Yet how good it is that even he, who could not save himself 

from “this body of death” anymore than he could save himself from the executioner’s 

sword, showed us how to rest joyfully in God’s peace and contemplate all the possible 

meanings of one of Christ’s most frequent directives: “Do not be afraid.” 
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You wouldn’t know from today’s gospel, though, that Jesus ever said any such thing. 

The voice that we heard last week crying in, and then of, the wilderness is back among 

his fellow human beings, and finds no joy it in at all. “You brood of vipers!” he screams 

at them, people who have come out to be baptized by hm and presumably feel bad about 

whatever he’s inspired them to repent of. “Who warned you to flee from the wrath to 

come?” Well, John, you did – and convincingly. That’s why we’re here. 

Fat lot that mattered. “Bear good fruits,” he says – that is, don’t just say you’re sorry; 

prove it. If you don’t? Well, “Even now the axe is laid at the root of the tree.” Do you 

feel that iron, or bronze? how sharp it is? Be afraid; be very afraid. Remember: everyone, 

even his own parents and king, was afraid of John. He, in turn, feared nothing and no-

one, not even the Devil himself – except perhaps the one whose sandal thongs he was 

unworthy to untie, whose way he prepared, and who came to baptize “ye brood of 

vipers” not with water, but fire and the Holy Spirit. They are one, you know: the Spirit 

will baptize the faithful, at Pentecost, with tongues of flame, just after Jesus tells them It 

will and that they should not be afraid of that, either.  

But fear is John’s stock in trade – and it works. Those who might have cause to fear that 

ax ask what they should do. What you got that you don’t need, John says, give to those 

in need – and don’t rip people off, even if you can and your bosses expect you to. That 

is: give, and don’t take – and, by extension, don’t let yourself be taken.  

It must’ve been quite a shock to hear, in a place where the economy was little more 

than organized crime- and patronage networks, where tax collectors could fleece, and 

soldiers extort, the people any which way they wanted, as is the case in far too many 

places even today. I’ve never lived under such a system, and probably couldn’t. Those 

who have, though, know: speak out, stand out, and those who benefit from the system 

will stomp you down till they run out of boot leather.  

John knew that; heck, everyone knew that. But John didn’t care. For him, life was not 

about avoiding pain but speaking the truth he knew to everyone he could, even when 
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it was as bitter as aspirin. His hope was to live and die in a manner worthy of that truth 

every day that the Lord gave him to do so. In this he most resembles the whistleblowers 

and journalists of our own day who speak truth to power, and then speak about it to all 

who have ears to listen, often paying with their lives for having done so. We should also 

see John in the lives of those who will not be corrupted, every judge and soldier, lawyer 

and activist whom drug lords and other mafiosi have slain, every teacher fired for 

teaching the truth and critical inquiry, and every government and election official who 

will neither lie, lie down, or move over for fascists and worse seeking to game or 

overturn elections, or con their way to (stay in) power against the people’s will.  

All of this truth-telling, mind you, is meant to prepare the way of the Lord, to make His 

paths straight. A world founded on John’s level of integrity is just the beginning of what 

the kingdom of heaven will be like – and it is not for everyone, John makes clear. Even 

now, he says, the One More Powerful than he has his winnowing fork in his hand, and 

will use it. He will clear the threshing floor, gather the wheat, and burn the chaff in a 

fire that none can put out. (Tender Jesus, meek and mild this is not.) So be not chaff, ye 

brood of vipers, John says, fit only to be consumed in a fire that will cook the food for 

others and keep them warm; be the wheat of the harvest, that which the chaff burns to 

bake so that it can nourish, make hale and whole, those who welcome it into their lives. 

It’s a kingdom we have it within us to bring forth, if we choose. Part of doing that is to 

use the winnowing fork in our own lives, clear the floor, gather the wheat that is the 

harvest of our goodness and potential, and burn away all that, in us, is chaff. What Paul 

knew, and John in his own way also knew, was that doing that requires, and strengthens, 

our integrity. It also requires, and enables, that we be joyful, at peace, grateful for what 

we have, and not always craving and grasping for what we don’t. He might not have 

been able to say: “Rejoice in the Lord always; Let your gentleness be known; the Lord 

is near.” But the Lord could, and Paul could, and we can, too. On this Sunday – the 

Sunday of Joy – we should do so, mindful of the calls to repentance and the need to do 

so, but never forgetting that all of that is just the beginning. Amen. 


