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Tish Warren Harrison is an Anglican priest who writes a weekly column in the New York Times 
about faith and life. She recently wrote: 
 

I am not ready for Christmas yet. I cannot force myself to barrel into festivities and 
holiday cheer. I need to take a minute. I need a season to notice, reflect on and grieve 
what we collectively and individually walked through this year (and the past few  
years, really). I need to take stock of where I am and how I got here. 

 
That seems spot on. As Covid hospitalizations and death rates rise again, as families navigate 
vaccination issues, as anxiety and divisiveness and exhaustion get the best of us, it’s hard to 
approach Christmas with typical expectation. Being hunkered down in silos, in masks, or in 
certitude does little to spark yuletide joy. 
 
Therefore, Tish writes that before we sing “Joy to the World,” give gifts, and crack open the 
eggnog we should recall the “actual and ordinary ways we need God’s blessings to flow, far as 
the curse is found.” And then she names four practices of preparation: 

Slow down,  
be curious about your own internal life,  
mourn your losses,  
and notice the light. 

These disciplines will help us “heal and grow and receive God’s work….” 
 
Again, seems spot on. I would clearly be better prepared and in tune with Christmas if I adopted 
those good practical ideas. Slow down, inspect your inner life, mourn, and notice the light. 
 
But! But John the Baptist will have none of it!  

To those who rest in vague spiritual niceties, John the Baptist is a disruptive crank. He’s a 
name-caller in a camel hair shirt with locusts on his breath and honey in his beard. To 
those who want to tidy up the edges so they can get back to normal he’s the proverbial fly 
in the ointment, the floater in the punch bowl, the subversive voice that won’t let well 
enough alone. 

 
Dear friends, Advent is a time of preparation for God’s coming, but smack-dab in the middle 
stands John – like a street-preacher-with-a-bull-horn who finds a way to offend everyone. We 
want the comfort of silence, candles, and carols when “all is calm, all is bright,” and John is 
blaring on about sin and repentance. 
 
So, how are we to hear John? 
How would John have us prepare for God’s coming? 
 
Try this… 



Karl Barth, twentieth century theologian, writes: 
 

This is the great word of the Gospel: God has turned toward us. 
 
That’s an outlandish claim. Not that God exists, not even that God is like this or like that, but that 
God is turned toward us and…. 

And that’s unsettling. Because, to stretch the metaphor that  John offers: the orchard is a 
shambles, the soil is dry and rocky, the trees produce little but rotten fruit, and the owner 
of the orchard is coming home. God has turned toward us, we’re a mess and we’ve made 
a mess…. 

 
To which John says,  
 

You bunch of snakes. Who told you to run? Who told you to hide? Don’t run. Even 
though the axe is at the root of the tree, don’t abandon the orchard, but produce fruit in 
keeping with repentance…. 

 
God is coming. 
Produce fruit in keeping with repentance. 
That’s a long way from curiosity about your inner life and noticing the light. 
 
I’ve bragged about her before and I’ll do it again. My wife has an extraordinary gift for 
hospitality and a creative flair for home décor. In expectation of guests coming, she kicks that 
gift into overdrive. She cleans every nook and cranny, touches up paint, changes colors, fusses 
over the mantel, positions throw pillows, rearranges furniture, sets out snacks, pours wine, lights 
candles, garnishes with flowers, and needs me to stay out of the way. I like having people over. I 
like it when guests arrive. It’s an exquisite tasteful welcome. I couldn’t be prouder. 
 
Maybe Sandi’s activity is emblematic of the fruit of repentance. 

Maybe we should tidy up our lives, paint over our flaws, apologize for our inadequacies, 
set a table with our best china, give gifts, put our best foot forward, hope its enough, hold 
our breath, and wait… 

 
But William Willimon puts it this way: 
 

What must we do to prepare for the coming of God? Unfortunately, we often 
respond by urging people to sit quietly in lavender churches, reflect upon the state 
of their souls and feel sad about their peccadilloes. But John will have none of 
this. He knows that when one is faced with so great and different a kingdom as 
this, one must repent. One must turn around, through deeds as costly, specific and 
particular as sharing clothing and food. 
 
Unfortunately, we have psychologized the gospel, turned it into a feeling. We have 
transformed the Kingdom of God into a mood. We have deluded ourselves into 
thinking that the Messiah whom we await is the great cosmic affirmer of 
everything we hold dear and of all our illusions. 



 
Yikes! Amen! 
 
Metanoia is the Greek word translated as “repentance.” It’s a compound word that means 
something like, “to think differently after.” Metanoia is quite literally an after-thought, different 
from the former thought, a change of mind….  

And, therefore, repentance has some sense of turning around and changing direction. In 
view of what has come before, it means turning toward a different future. And, in the 
New Testament the word often has a continuous sense. Metanoia is not just turning once, 
but continuing to turn, to keep on turning.  

 
As Frederick Buechner writes: 
 

True repentance spends less time looking at the past and saying, “I’m sorry,”  
than to the future and saying, “Wow!” 

 
Therefore, as God turns toward us, repentance is to acknowledge who we are and where we’ve 
been, but then to turn toward something new – to bear the fruit of repentance. And John is 
remarkably direct, practical, and specific about what that fruit would look like. My paraphrase: 
 

If you’re rich enough to have two shirts – give one to the naked guy. And, and…. if 
you’ve got food – give to the hungry. If you traffic in business, if you work in the 
exchange of goods and services – don’t charge or collect more than is just. Don’t gouge 
for excessive profit just because you can. If you have power, if you’re part of the 
political-religious complex, or if you’re part of the military-industrial complex, don’t use 
that power in a way that extorts or abuses, but be content to be a servant of others. And 
be baptized because there is one coming who will baptize with an unquenchable fire. 

 
That invites a very different way of being. 
That pictures a very different way of waiting. 
That suggests a very different way of approaching the coming of God. 
 
Let’s put it this way… 
God has come and is coming. And that coming is not as an idea, or a political movement, or as a 
set of principles, but coming as Jesus of Nazareth – born in Bethlehem and executed in 
Jerusalem.  

And, therefore, may our lives be marked by repentance, not simply sorrow for sin and a 
private cleaning of our dark corners, but by turning toward the orchard. 

 
 
I worked on a couple farms and one ranch when I was a young man. I walked beans, baled hay, 
mucked stalls, and milked cows. I was happiest atop a well-stacked hay wagon, headed to the 
hay barn, with the sun on my back, a breeze in my hair, and the day’s work in my sore body.  
 
On a few occasions I drove a tractor to till the soil. I was not called on very often because I 
couldn’t seem to drive a tractor in a straight line.  



 
In the spring, when the fields were thick with the stalks, roots and ruffage of the previous 
harvest, you had to prepare the land for the next planting. So, behind the tactor you pulled a plow 
– a massive  set of blades that dug into the ground and turned over the first layers of soil. That 
process turned up rich fertile dirt that was then ready for  seeds and fertilizer and insecticides 
and rain and sun and wind. And as it turned out, massive problems with soil depletion and 
erosion…. 
 
But what I remember is that every year the soil had to be turned over for new seeds to take root – 
for old ruffage to give way to new life. Repentance is the ongoing, life long process, of turning 
over our soil that seeds of the kingdom might take root and grow.  
 
When John announced that God was coming, he didn’t know fully what that meant. John 
bellowed-out to prepare for God’s arrival with no idea that it meant an itinerant rabbi, who was 
born in suspect circumstances and would eventually be executed by the state.  

In fact, later in the gospels John is in prison and he sends friends to ask if Jesus is the one 
was coming or should they expect someone else. He wasn’t sure.  

 
And Jesus replies: 
 

Go back and report to John what you hear and see: The blind receive sight, the lame 
walk, those how have leprosy are cleansed, the deaf hear, the dead are raised, and the 
good news is proclaimed to the poor. 

 
Jesus offers not a confessional statement or a spiritual practice but points to the embodiment of 
the fruits of repentance.  

The poor are being given a fair shake,  
the hungry are being fed,  
the marginalized and the mentally ill are being welcomed,  
gay and straight are sharing in communion,  
there’s justice for all lives – for black lives, 
and forgiveness trumps revenge….  

 
Jesus points to tangible evidence of God’s coming.  
Jesus points to the fruits of repentance as evidence of knowing God.  
 
None of this ends well for John or Jesus; John is beheaded and Jesus is crucified. The coming of 
God may not mean our immediate comfort. But, dear friends, let us wait for the coming of God 
by turning toward God’s vision for creation in tangible and practical ways. Can we turn over our 
soil that we might open up places where the kingdom can grow? 
 
God has turned toward us; let us turn toward God and in that turning bear the fruits of 
repentance.  
 
Even so, come Lord Jesus.  
Amen. 


