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Year C, Advent 3 
December 12, 2021 
The Reverend Dr. Brent Was 
 

 “Rejoice in the Lord always; again I will say, Rejoice.” 

It’s that time of the year, isn’t it.  Rejoice! I mean Christmas is only two weeks away.  The 

season  of Comfort and Joy is nigh, and we are all in need of it.  We would, of course, never sing a 

Christmas song on a Sunday morning in Advent, that would not do, even the greens on the window 

sills are pushing it, but this far into Advent even I don’t bristle at the carols I hear in passing.  

Christmas is nearly here.  Take a deep breath. 

But let’s not get ahead of ourselves.  No dancing away with any sugar plum faeries drunk on 

fire-roasted chestnuts, yet.  It is still Advent, “You Brood of Vipers!”  That got my attention.  What 

does St. John want from us?  “[To] Bear fruits worthy of repentance...”  And why?  “[Because] Even 

now the ax is lying at the root of the trees; every tree therefore that does not bear good fruit is cut 

down and thrown into the fire...”  Ow.  But wait, there’s more:  “He will baptize you with the Holy 

Spirit and fire. His winnowing fork is in his hand, to clear his threshing floor and to gather the wheat 

into his granary; but the chaff he will burn with unquenchable fire.”  And what is the moral of 

today’s lesson: “So, with many other exhortations, he proclaimed the good news to the people.”  If 

all of the above is Good News, I’d hate to hear Bad News from Jesus’ cousin. 

 That’s kind of funny but is not fair to St. John the Baptist, or to the Good News, because 

what John is proclaiming here, what Jesus Christ came to fulfill, is profoundly good news.  It is the 

very, very best news we could possibly receive.  However, being good news, doesn’t make it easy to 

hear.  Like CS Lewis writes about Aslan, the messiah-like Lion in the Chronicles of Narnia.  One of 

the children asks if Aslan is safe.  “Safe,” says Mr. Beaver.  “Of course he is not safe, he’s a lion.  But 

he is good.”  This good news is the same. 

 The very best news ever is that we are saved.  Our lives have meaning.  We are a vital part of 

the creation.  We can always change course.  The good news is that as promised, God, announced by 

an angel to a peasant girl in a backwater province of the Roman Empire, conceived by the Holy 

Spirit and bore God as the fruit of her womb, and brought Jesus Christ into this world to save us.  

And that all came to pass.  Good news.  Very good news, but very good news potentially with 

consequences, like an audience with Aslan. 
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 The “not safe, but good” flip side to the Word made Flesh and dwelling among us is that 

you need saving.  And you and you and me and everyone needs saving.  We are all making choices 

that are not in line with the will of God, all of us, at least some of the time; for many of us, much of 

the time; and some of us are making bad choices most of the time. 

 But harder still, not only are you a sinner in need of saving, ya’ll are too, second person 

plural.  We humans are individual souls with personal autonomy, and we are just as much herd or 

pack animals.  We can behave in groups in ways far more horrible than most of us would or could 

behave on our own.  Think war.  Genocide.  Riot.  Lynch mob.  Individually we can always do harm, 

but to really foul up the world takes a committee, or a party, or a government. 

 So we agree that we are all sinners, largely unrepentant ones at that?  (Remember, even if we 

are really, really sorry about whatever sinfulness we’ve been up, if we don’t stop what we are doing, 

you know, repent, change the direction of our lives, you are still on the hook).  Are we on the same 

page on that? 

 Then what do you make of this scene with John:  an ax lying at the roots of the trees, a 

winnowing fork separating wheat from chaff and everything pruned and screened is cast into 

unquenchable fires?  That could inspire you to turn it around.  (That’s good).  For some of us, you 

might assume it couldn’t mean you!  (Good luck).  Or you can read this all and say “Humbug. That’s 

preposterous. I don’t believe in any of it.”  (Again good luck).  I must admit that I have had at least 

two of three of those reactions. 

Because most of us read this passage and think that it means that the good people are like 

unto the trees that bear fruit.  Similarly, the worthy, the saved, the good people are like the wheat that is 

gathered in the heavenly granary.  The ax is waiting for the barren trees, the unproductive or 

counterproductive ones.  Evil doers, unrepentant sinners, them, they are gathered like chaff and 

hurled into the unquenchable fires.  Is that how you read this?  Like when Jesus spoke of separating 

the sheep from the goats?  Is that what John is prophesying?  The unsaved will be weeded out from 

the saved?  The Unbonified from the Bonified?   

That could be.  It could be that the good will be held to God’s bosom and the bad will burn 

in eternal torment.  It could be, as the Book of Revelations implies, that only 144,000 of us are 

saved.  That is not how this church, the Anglican form of Christianity teaches it.  Neither of those 

possibilities jive with the rest of the gospel which describes a loving, forgiving, and just God, but a 

lot of Christians believe it that way.  You might have been taught that growing up.  You might still 

worry about it. 



 3 

But there is another way to interpret what St. John is saying here.  What if John is not saying 

that the bad ones, the sinners will burn in everlasting fire?  What if what he is saying is that we all 

need some pruning.  We all require a winnowing within.  We all have sinful bits that need 

burnishing.  Propensities we have, disordered desires, outrageous aversions, total misunderstandings, 

straight up character flaws...  And as sin and our sinful natures being amplified in collectives, in 

groups, maybe what needs winnowing is the natures of the communities, parties, denominations, 

nation-states we as humans form.  Maybe we’ve got some collective qualities that could use some 

pruning and who doesn’t appreciate a brush pile of refuse burning on a crisp fall day? 

I think John is telling us to sift through our habits like sifting moths out of rice, or cleaning 

out the litter box.  How’s that for an image?  Because that is repentance.  Changing your ways.  

Weeding out the refuse, the unhelpful, the destructive.  Maybe you need to start with changing how 

you feel about what you are doing, but until you actually change... you ain’t in the forgiven column.  

Now don’t get me wrong, no matter how wretched you have been, it is never too late.  That is the 

extra-special extremely good news that Jesus brought.  It is never too late to turn it around.  

(Although to be honest, death-bed recantations and giving away all your ill-gotten wealth post-

humously I can’t imagine earns much merit in the eyes of God.  Just saying... repent when it makes a 

difference in how you conduct yourself).   

This is painful work.  The rich young man, when told he needed to give away all his 

possessions walked away from Jesus dejected because he had a lot of things.  For most of us it is 

hard to diet, quit smoking or drinking.  It is hard to give up privilege.  Well, you can’t give up 

privilege, but you can give up the means by which privilege manifests – let someone else have first 

dibs on something you want; give away enough that you feel it; let others speak first, or even don’t 

speak at all so voices that aren’t usually heard can have center stage.  Something to think about. 

And all of that winnowing of our own nasty bits is simple when compared to tidying up the 

collectives we are part of.  I don’ think there is a Republican or Democrat alive that agrees will all of 

their party’s platform, or abides in all of their party’s leaders.  You’d have to be a pretty conflicted 

individual to do that.  And really, how do you compromise with someone when you think that what 

they are doing is dangerous, is a threat to you or to someone you are concerned with?  A lot of 

decent, center-right Germans compromised with the Nazi’s in 1930s Germany.  Britian’s Neville 

Chamberlin did, too, promising “Peace in our times.”  Sounded good, but you can’t compromise 

with Nazi’s, or any extremists for that matter.   



 4 

So how do you influence groups?  The Reverend Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. and his 

Southern Christian Leadership Conference enforced their non-violent tactics through coercion.  If 

you didn’t get on board you were out, banished from the community.  It worked.   

But when the leadership is the problem, what recourse do we have?  Well there is 

compromise.  Compromise on practicality but not morality, compromise on how something is done 

not why. 

Or organize.  Remember that bumper sticker I showed on Zoom last year.  A big fish chases 

a bunch of little fish, but then the little fish join together and form an even bigger fish.  Our 

economy is consumer driven.  Meaning each little purchase we make adds up to trillions of dollars.  

Individual people, together helped break apartheid South Africa.  Individual people, together saved 

countless Africans from Nestle’s predatory baby formula marketing in the 80s.  Individual people, 

together stood up to globalization, to segregation, to poverty wages and unsafe working conditions.  

The labor movement gave us weekends.  Organizing works. 

Or leave.  How many have used the excuse, “I can do more good from inside than if I quit 

in protest.”  I don’t know how much good anyone could have done inside Mao’s government, or 

Stalin’s.  I don’t know if principled workers could steer Facebook right, or the oil industry.  If your 

community, organization, party are wrong, or the leaders are, leave.  If you think a company is evil, 

stop working for them or buying from  them or investing in them, even if it is inconvenient or is bad 

for your career or portfolio.  (Actually the more inconvenient/costly it is, the more righteous you 

can feel... again, just saying).   

 Family systems are collectives, and can be sites of vast sin and conflict about what to do 

about it.  Your brother-in-law (or whomever) wants to come to Christmas even though they refuse 

to be vaccinated... Of course you love him.  But if you truly love him, you have to do everything you 

can to convince him to get his shot, even if it means he is not invited.  Maybe the loss of your 

company over the holidays will add pressure to his  thinking process.  Or maybe it will save him 

from getting a family member sick.  That could be the best Christmas present ever: saving someone 

from killing a loved one.  The Jesus path is not the easy way... 

 In Jesus Christ, as John foretold, we are baptized.  In water, cleansing us, joining Him in His 

Passion and precious Death, His burial and his glorious Resurrection.  And we are also baptized in 

fire.  That fire will consume the deadwood of our souls, will winnow the chaff of our character, like 

a refiners fire, through prayer and effort, sacrifice and dedication, we can be proofed and purified, 

spiritually exfoliated, healed, saved.  “Rejoice in the Lord always; again I will say, Rejoice.” 
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 This does all brings us back to rejoicing.  And it is not premature, even though we all have a 

lot of work, a lot of repenting to do.  One of the ways we can hold the assurance of our future 

salvation in a world that is unrepentantly sinful is the term “already but not yet.”  We are already 

saved, but in the fullness of time,  not yet.  The Commonwealth of God is already present, but it is 

not yet within our grasp.  It is not yet available to us. The battle is coming, and it is already won, rest 

assured, but there is sacrifice and heart ache, fear and trembling, sickness unto death in our futures.  

Christmas is coming, the Incarnation of the Lord is nigh, but not yet, it is still Advent.   

But it is worth the wait. It is worth the slog ahead of us.  The risks of challenging evil and 

the powers that be.  The Prophet Zephaniah writes, 

“The LORD has taken away the judgments against you, 

he has turned away your enemies. 

The king of Israel, the LORD, is in your midst; 

you shall fear disaster no more.” 

 And St. Paul the Apostle, writing 600 years later, assures us of the very same thing, “And the 

peace of God, which surpasses all understanding, will guard your hearts and your minds in Christ 

Jesus.”  We all have our work cut out for us, but unlike most anything else in our lives, our reward is 

promised.  Repent and believe, the Kingdom of God is near.  And so is Christmas.  AMEN. 

 

 

 

 

 


