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In the name of one God – creator, redeemer and sustainer. Amen. 
 
John the Baptist has always been an incredibly interesting person to me – the last in the long 
line of prophets to come before the Messiah. His birth was a miracle, a son born to a woman 
well beyond the age of being able to bear a child.  
 
His life was simple. Even though his father Zechariah was a temple priest and his mother, 
Elizabeth, was descended from Moses’ brother Aaron, John’s life reflected neither of those 
parts of his heritage. He lived not with temple robes and good food, but with what the earth 
alone provided him. 
 
His existence was solitary, and he chose to live alone in the wilderness – an echo of last week’s 
reading from Isaiah and to the one in the wilderness preparing the way of the Lord. And this 
man of miraculous birth, a man who gave up the life he may have had to live simply and alone, 
had something else. He had a voice that was loud. It was a voice that drew attention. It was a 
voice with a message. And, as we learn later, it was a voice that quite literally put the fear of 
God into the authorities. 
 
I sometimes like to change the scene of where the work of John took place. I see him not in the 
Judean wilderness, but in the foothills of the Blue Ridge. I see the baptisms not taking place in 
the Jordan River, but in the shallows of the Shenandoah. Doing so makes the readings more 
personal – more alive – and connects me much more directly with them. 
 
But regardless of where I envision John being active, there is one thing that cannot be changed 
– one thing that I can’t imagine differently. The way the lectionary is set up, one of the things 
that we lose sight of in this particular sequence of readings is that the birth of Jesus is not 
imminent. It has already happened. We will of course in one week hear the wonderful narrative 
from Luke’s Gospel of the incarnation, of the moment when the Word became flesh – when 
God came to dwell among humanity. But today, in this reading, those events are many years in 
the past. 
 
And John is clear. Jesus is near – very near. In fact, Jesus is already with those to whom John is 
speaking. 
 
Among you stands one whom you do not know, the one who is coming after me. 
 
John alone knew that one greater than he was present, while others had no clue. This was a 
fact and could not be altered. He remembered the words of the prophet Isaiah and knew that 
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he was not the one predicted, but rather was the one predicting. He did not pretend to be one 
that he was not. In the questioning to which he was subjected by the priests and Levites, he 
never once claimed to be anything other than one predicting the arrival of the next – and 
greatest. 
 
He didn’t assume the title of Messiah, which would have been what many of his day might have 
expected from him. He didn’t claim to be Elijah, the great prophet who had according to 
tradition been taken up in a chariot and not actually died, and as a result was still believed to be 
alive and at work. And he didn’t claim to be the expected prophet – the one who was expected 
to appear and in the style of Moses provide legal solutions to the problems of the world. 
 
No, he was simply one anointed by the Lord, one who was giving an introduction – in the words 
of Isaiah – of the one who would lighten the load of the oppressed, who would bind up those 
living with broken hearts, who would proclaim liberty to those imprisoned, and who would 
provide comfort and reassurance to all who mourn. 
 
Now in John’s day, it would have been easy to hear one crying out, simple to take in the 
message that he was offering. There were no distractions of technology; life was simpler; it was 
easier to see the horizon on the road ahead. Today, it is far different. There are so many 
demands for our time and attention. A 24-hour news cycle that can be discovered whenever we 
want on any of a number of news channels. Cell phones and computers and tablets that easily 
keep us in the know and connected to people near and far. Errands and chores, meetings and 
school events, and a host of activities filling our personal and professional calendars.  
 
And because of this, I wonder whether we would hear someone shouting out a similar message 
in today’s world. Do we allow ourselves enough quiet to once again hear a voice calling to us 
from the wilderness that the one greater than he is near? Can the distractions be cast aside 
enough for us to realize that Jesus is already among us – but still has not yet been able to reach 
those who need to hear what he offers? 
 
For many, the answer is an unquestioning “Yes!” For them, the call of Jesus is always answered; 
the yokes which they carry are shared; regardless of the circumstances, Jesus always passes 
through the locked door and appears among us. And that is a cause for great celebration.  
 
But in ending this sermon this morning, and as we move into the week ahead, I would ask you 
to hold in prayer all those for whom the answer is “no.” For many, the burdens of the world are 
such that the joy of what is coming is blocked out; the light to which John was testifying is dim. 
The joy of this season is replaced by sorrow, and feelings of isolation may obscure the fact that 
we are all one family embraced by God. It is with these people in mind that, on Thursday 
evening at 7:00, we are holding a Blue Christmas service here in the church. This will be a time 
for contemplation and prayer, of lifting up those who don’t have the strength to lift themselves, 
of bringing before God those who may feel God has left them behind. 
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This week, and in the many weeks ahead, let’s work to be a new generation of prophets – 
proclaiming the good news that Jesus is coming. Let us be the loud voices in the wilderness, 
proclaiming to all who can hear that He is already among us. Let us greatly rejoice and exult in 
God – and through our words and our actions, may God cause righteousness and praise to 
spring up in all the world.  
 
Amen. 


