
God with Us: An Advent Journey

Directions for Moving Ahead
Luke 3:7-18

In a museum in Brunswick, Germany, hangs a painting by the Renaissance and Reformation painter Lucas Cranach the Younger. The painting portrays the scene that’s described in this morning’s gospel reading.


Cranach’s John is rugged, hairy, and muscular. He stands on a gnarled, burnt tree stump. With one hand he points toward a figure of Jesus, who seems to be approaching in the distance. He gestures with his other hand as he preaches to a crowd gathered round him. The look on his face is fierce.


When you look at the painting, it’s easy to imagine John’s bellowing: “You brood of vipers!”


But what’s surprising are the faces in the crowd around John. The people appear to be eager, even joyful to hear John’s message. Their expressions reflect a surprising reaction to such harsh words.


A banner that runs under the scene may explain the crowd’s reaction. Cranach added these words to his painting: “And soldiers also asked him, ‘And what shall we do?’ And he said to them, ‘Rob no one by violence or by false accusation, and be content with your wages.’”

The painting reminds us that John really did preach a message of good news. Despite how harsh his words may sound initially, perhaps if we listen at a deeper level we’ll discover a reason for the same joy Cranach seems to capture in his painting.


John stands in the gap between Old Testament prophet and New Testament evangelist. His message echoes those delivered by Isaiah, Amos, Micah, and other prophets in Israel—who condemned their audiences for not sharing with the poor, for not being honest, for not welcoming foreigners, widows, and orphans. His preaching offers the hope of a different way.

The repentance—the turning—John describes offers the hope of not repeating the patterns of the past. But this repentance involves more than simply saying, “Sorry.” It requires a new way of being. Its proof is in the lives of those who choose to travel that path.


Perhaps it’s that hope that prevents the people around John from shrinking back or becoming angry about his warning. Maybe it’s that hope that encourages them to risk asking the most practical of questions: “What should we do?”


John receives the question three times. First from the crowd in general. And then from tax collectors who’ve come to be baptized and finally from soldiers. John’s response to each group may be as surprising as the expressions in Cranach’s painting.


Although John has chosen to live an austere life that’s far from what others might describe as “normal,” he doesn’t ask anyone else to take that path. Instead he gives them directions for moving ahead on their own paths, in their own lives.


And these directions sound surprising simple. To the crowd, John says, “Share.” To the tax collectors, “Be fair.” To the soldiers, “Don’t bully.”

One commentator notes that these directions feel “more like the stuff of kindergarten than apocalypse.” But maybe that’s the point. Being faithful doesn’t have to be heroic. “There are opportunities to do God’s will, to be God’s people, all around us. These opportunities are shaped by our context: the roles in which we find ourselves and the needs of the neighbor with which we are confronted. But make no mistake, opportunities abound. John may have come from the wilderness, but the crowds—and we—live in the towns, villages, and marketplace, and these, too, can be places of testing and the arenas in which we offer our fidelity to God through service to neighbor.”


John delivers his surprisingly simple directions to a surprising audience. As one writer explains, “They are more than ordinary; they are, at best, the riff raff: poor crowds with little to offer, despised tax collectors who profit from the oppression of their countrymen, mercenary soldiers known for extorting the vulnerable. Yet they are not excluded from John’s attention or the possibility of ‘bearing fruits worthy of repentance.’


“. . . If John instructs, rather than condemns, the lowly poor, the corrupt tax collector, and the bare-knuckled mercenary, then who, one might reasonably ask, is excluded. The answer, as it turns out, is no one.”


John’s teaching about where those good fruits might emerge may also come as a surprise. John doesn’t direct the tax collectors to cut off their relationship with Rome. He doesn’t direct the soldiers to become pacifists. Instead, he calls them to serve where they are. To stand for others in the messiness of daily life. To do good in an imperfect world. 


Serving where they are. Like the woman who belongs to a networking group that sends out daily e-mails about local events and member updates.


Occasionally resumes are sent on behalf of members who are seeking employment. This woman always takes time to review the resumes in case she can create opportunities for others. Her company is struggling, so she doesn’t have any jobs to offer. But she does have professional experience creating resumes and can detect a strong or a weak profile almost at a glance.


Recently she read a resume that contained errors that seemed due to a language barrier. She was concerned that hiring managers would skip the resume because of those errors.


She e-mailed the person who’d posted the resume and offered to help revise it at no cost. The person was surprised but accepted the offer. Both women hope the revised resume will open the door to a new job.


Standing for others in the messiness of daily life. Like the janitor at a school in India.


After her husband died, she struggled with the responsibility of raising her children. For twenty years, she eked out a living by sweeping classrooms at local schools.

One day she realized she wanted to give to others. But she wasn’t sure what she had to give.


Someone suggested that in her sweeping of schools she must see all kinds of small pencils that kids throw away. Perhaps she could collect those pencils and give them to children who couldn’t afford any pencils and teach them to write and draw.


The woman liked that idea. In addition to pencils, she’s collected erasers, sharpeners, and other odds and ends. When her bag gets full, she shares the gifts with children in need.


Doing good in an imperfect world. Like the young man in the shoe store.


He was about twenty and pushed himself into the store in a wheelchair. He told the salesman, “I need a new pair of shoes.”


When the salesman saw the blanket across the young man’s lap and realized that he had no legs, he stood there, having no idea what to say. Finally he asked, “A gift for a friend?”


“No,” said the young man, with a smile on his face. “They’re for me.”


“What type of shoe would you like?” asked the clerk.


“How about a pair of cowboy boots? You got any cowboy boots in here?”


The salesman pointed to the back wall where pairs of boots were displayed.


“Let me have a look-see at those black ones in a size 10,” requested the young man.


The salesman headed off to the backroom.


“Isn’t this fun?” the boy asked another customer who’d been having coffee with the clerk.


“You mean going into a shoe store, when you have no legs, and seeing the response?”


“Of course not,” the young man replied. “When I was a kid, my parents used to buy me a new pair of shoes every year. That was such a wonderful feeling. Something I’ve never forgotten. The smell of the leather and the pride I felt when I walked around the store showing off my new shoes.”


The salesman came back down the aisle with a large box. He placed it on the floor, took out a single boot, and handed it to the young man.


Closing his eyes, the young man placed the boot against his nose, tilted his head back, and drew in a large breath. Tears began to fall down his cheeks.


The other customer asked, “What type of accident did you have?”


“Farm accident,” the young man said, as he tried to clear his voice.


Just then the salesman turned his attention to a poorly dressed man who was standing outside the store, gazing in through the large plate-glass window. “Move on down the road,” he yelled at the man. And then he told the men in the store, “That homeless guy’s always wanting to use our bathroom.”


The young man in the wheelchair looked at the old man and then turned to the other customer. “Will you walk out there and see what size shoes that fellow wears?”


The customer walked to the front door, opened it, and asked the old man to come inside.


“What size shoes do you wear?” the young man asked.


“I don’t know,” the homeless man replied, as he looked down at his old tennis shoes.


The other customer volunteered, “I would say about a nine and a half.”


“What’s your best hiking boot in nine and a half,” the young man asked the clerk.


The salesman turned and again walked to the back of the store. The homeless man just stood there, looking down at the floor.


Within a minute, the clerk returned with a pair of hiking boots, the insides lined with wool. The young man reached out, took the boot, placed it to his nose, and drew in a large breath. Once again, tears came to his eyes.


Then he held out the boot to the homeless man and asked, “Sir, would you mind trying on these boots for me?”


The old man sat down, slid off his tennis shoes, and took the boots. The young man motioned for the clerk to help him. The salesman slid his small, knee-high seat in front of the man and began tying the boot straps.


The old man’s eyes never left the floor. After the boots were tied, the young man asked the older man if he would walk around so that he could see the boots at a distance.


“How do they feel?” he asked the man.


“They feel wonderful,” he man replied.


“I’ll take’m,” the young man told the clerk.


“Those hiking boots are $189,” the clerk advised him.


The young man pulled out his wallet and handed the clerk two one-hundred dollar bills.


The other customer said, “I see buying a new pair of shoes still gives you that good feeling you talked about.”


“Yes, it does,” he said. “And now I have someone and their feet to share it with.”

 
Serve where you are. Stand for others in the messiness of daily life. Do good in an imperfect world.


Those directions may not sound heroic or even complicated. But, according to John, they’re exactly the directions that will help us move ahead on the journey that will lead us closer and closer to the coming of God’s reign in our world. Amen.
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