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 Several years ago, there was a clergy conference that I was planning to attend, and it was going 
to be held near Buffalo, NY in early March.  I was living in Dunedin at that time and in February and March 
in that part of Florida we experienced what I would consider weather perfection.  Warm, but not hot 
temperatures, low humidity, and lots of sunshine.  I was blissfully enjoying being warm in Florida, but 
about a week before I went on the trip it occurred to me that that the weather was going to be a little 
different when I got to New York. I checked out the weather forecast and realized that I’d better pull out 
the one wool sweater that I still had and whatever else I could come up with that would keep me warm.  
I was glad that it occurred to me in time that the weather was going to be very different and glad that I 
could check the weather ahead of time so that I could be prepared with the right clothes when I got to 
New York.  
 When we are going along with life as normal, sometimes we don’t readily think about what is 
coming up and what, if anything, we might need to be doing to prepare for it.  We get settled into what 
feels normal and expected, and it just feels like this is how things are and the way they’ll always, be, more 
or less.  That was kind of my mindset before my trip.  I was enjoying the weather that was normal to me 
and wasn’t thinking about the fact that it would be different when I went to a new location.  If something 
hadn’t caused me to think ahead a little about what was coming, I might have shown up in New York and 
been completely unprepared with the completely wrong wardrobe.  This morning in our Scripture 
readings, we hear the voices of two different prophets, and their voices do for us, what that voice inside 
my head that said “you better check the weather,” did for me.  They break in to interrupt our normal 
experience and normal patterns to say, something else is coming and you need to get prepared for it.   
 The normal patterns and experiences that we’re used to in our lives aren’t always as pleasant or 
enjoyable as February weather in Dunedin, Florida.  A lot of what is normal and expected in our lives in 
this world is less than ideal.  Wars and violence are normal.  There is corruption in politics, and business, 
and even in the church sometimes.  Vulnerable people get exploited.  We regularly make donations to 
food pantries because having hungry people in our communities is part of life.  Marriages fall apart.  
People betray us, or take advantage of us, and our feelings get hurt.   We can (and we do) accept that this 
is just the way things are and live as if they always will be, but then we hear Isaiah’s forecast.  Isaiah 
describes a future that looks completely different than our present normal experience.  He looks ahead 
to the reign of a righteous king who will rule the earth with justice and faithfulness.  What is normal in his 
kingdom will look completely different than the normal that we’re used to.  It will be a peaceful kingdom 
and hurt and destruction will have no place there.   

When we hear this vision, the first thing that it’s easy to get excited about is the promise that 
Jesus is bringing a world and a time in which I never have to experience personal pain or suffering again.  
I’m captivated by that line, “they will not hurt of destroy on all my holy mountain.”  We can all think of 
times when we have been hurt or experienced personal pain, and the thought of never having to endure 
that kind of pain again is a relief.  That’s something we can look forward to, but John the Baptist is the 
other prophetic voice that we hear this morning, and his voice breaks in and reminds us that being 
prepared for Jesus’s kingdom of peace involves more than just being ready to show up and experience 
relief from our own pain.    John the Baptist helps us in doing the harder work that we need to do to be 
prepared. The question he invites us to consider is not “how have I been hurt?” but “how have I caused 
hurt and what have I done, or what am I doing, that is destructive – to my relationship with God, or to 



myself, or to my relationships with others, or to my community, or church, or the earth?” He wants us to 
see how we are unprepared to live under the rule of Jesus, so that we can get prepared.  He wants to see 
the parts of ourselves and our beliefs and our actions that make us unfit for life in Jesus’s kingdom so that 
we can turn to Jesus and ask him to make us fit.  

This is what we see John doing in the Gospel passage.  When the Pharisees and the Saducees came 
out to see John in the wilderness and to receive his baptism, he didn’t  offer the warm words of welcome 
and affirmation that we might have expected.  It seems like they were doing the right thing, but John calls 
them a brood of vipers and asks them who warned them to flee the coming wrath to come.  John wasn’t 
just being mean.  He was trying to provoke them and help them see things that they weren’t seeing.  
Sometimes we do need to be provoked a little bit, don’t we?   We don’t realize things about ourselves 
until someone calls us out and brings something to our attention.  That’s what John was doing for the 
Pharisees and Saducees.   He was trying to break through past the pride and self-deception that kept them 
from seeing how their own hearts were out of sync with God’s and to help them see that they were  not 
prepared for the reign of God.  He was trying to get their attention and help them see that if they kept 
going the way they were going, and kept doing all the things they were doing, they wouldn’t be ready for 
Jesus and his kingdom.  It would be like showing up in NY in early March with shorts and flip flops. You 
have to leave the flip flops behind and pack your snow boots if you’re going from Florida to New York in 
winter.  In the same way, you have to leave behind things like pride, and selfishness, and all of the things 
that prevent us from receiving God’s peace and from helping to bring God’s peace to the world.  

Taking the hard and honest look at ourselves that John calls us to take isn’t something that we’re 
always good at doing. A lot of times, it’s just easier not to see things.  It’s easier not to see how I’m the 
one making a relationship difficult, or how I’m complicit in perpetuating systems and structures that cause 
harm to others, or how my wastefulness and carelessness cause harm to the environment, or any of the 
other things that I’m doing that are causing harm and destruction.  If I don’t see them, I don’t have to 
change, and if I don’t see them, I also don’t have to worry about feeling any shame.  We can insist on 
keeping our blindfolds on so that we can avoid humbling ourselves and avoid facing the truth that we 
have some changing and growing to do, but it won’t work forever because the day is coming when 
everything will be revealed, and the day is coming when the only option will be the option to submit to 
Jesus and his rule and to doing things his way. 

The good news is that we don’t have to be afraid to take the hard and honest look at ourselves.  
We don’t have to be afraid to admit that we’ve failed, or that we’ve done the opposite of what Jesus leads 
us to do.  We can admit that we are part of the problem and we can be courageous about trying to figure 
out how and why, because God doesn’t meet our honesty and our failures with condemnation.  When we 
ask the Spirit to search our hearts and when we come clean about the ways that we have fallen short, 
Jesus meets us with mercy, and acceptance, and the opportunity to be made new and ready to live under 
his rule both now and in the future.  And we need to remember, that living under the rule of Jesus is the 
best way to live.  His way leads us to the relationship with God that our souls hunger and thirst for.  His 
way allows us to experience and to participate in creating a new kind of normal in the world that 
resembles Isaiah’s vision, and that’s the normal we most deeply long for.   His way is the way that leads 
to peace. 

When we gather at Jesus’s table in just a moment, he gives us a taste of the new reality that is 
coming.  At his table we are welcomed, despite the ways that we have opposed and resisted him, and the 
mercy and grace we receive there help us to let go of and leave behind anything that would make us unfit 
or unprepared for his coming.  He is ready to make us ready.  Let him have his way in you.  Amen.  


