
The Lessons Appointed for Use on the

Third Sunday of Advent

Year A

RCL

James 5:7-10
Canticle 15
Matthew 11:2-11

Stir up your power, O Lord, and with great might come 

among us; and, because we are sorely hindered by our sins, 

let your bountiful grace and mercy speedily help and deliver 

us; through Jesus Christ our Lord, to whom, with you and the

Holy Spirit, be honor and glory, now and for ever. Amen.
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James 5:7-10

Be patient, therefore, beloved, until the coming of the Lord.

The farmer waits for the precious crop from the earth, being 

patient with it until it receives the early and the late rains. 

You also must be patient. Strengthen your hearts, for the 

coming of the Lord is near. Beloved, do not grumble against 

one another, so that you may not be judged. See, the Judge is 

standing at the doors! As an example of suffering and pa-

tience, beloved, take the prophets who spoke in the name of 

the Lord.
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Canticle 15

The Song of Mary Magnificat
Luke 1:46-55

My soul proclaims the greatness of the Lord,
my spirit rejoices in God my Savior; 
    for he has looked with favor on his lowly servant.
From this day all generations will call me blessed: 
    the Almighty has done great things for me, and holy is his Name.
He has mercy on those who fear him 
    in every generation.
He has shown the strength of his arm, 
    he has scattered the proud in their conceit.
He has cast down the mighty from their thrones, 
    and has lifted up the lowly.
He has filled the hungry with good things, 
    and the rich he has sent away empty.
He has come to the help of his servant Israel, 
    for he has remembered his promise of mercy,
The promise he made to our fathers, 
    to Abraham and his children for ever.

Glory to the Father, and to the Son, and to the Holy Spirit: 
    as it was in the beginning, is now, and will be for ever. Amen.
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Matthew 11:2-11

When John heard in prison what the Messiah was doing, he 

sent word by his disciples and said to him, “Are you the one 

who is to come, or are we to wait for another?” Jesus an-

swered them, “Go and tell John what you hear and see: the 

blind receive their sight, the lame walk, the lepers are 

cleansed, the deaf hear, the dead are raised, and the poor have

good news brought to them. And blessed is anyone who takes

no offense at me.”

As they went away, Jesus began to speak to the crowds 

about John: “What did you go out into the wilderness to look 

at? A reed shaken by the wind? What then did you go out to 

see? Someone dressed in soft robes? Look, those who wear 

soft robes are in royal palaces. What then did you go out to 

see? A prophet? Yes, I tell you, and more than a prophet. This

is the one about whom it is written,

‘See, I am sending my messenger ahead of you,
who will prepare your way before you.’

4



Truly I tell you, among those born of women no one has 

arisen greater than John the Baptist; yet the least in the king-

dom of heaven is greater than he.”
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SERMON

I got a chill this week. Usually that only happens when 

Kathy leaves the door to the back porch open and I don’t 

have my shawl tightly wrapped around my shoulders as I eat 

my gruel, but this time, it came from our powerful Gospel 

passage! It shouts of the pathos of humanity and the courage 

of those called to speak for God! In a week in which the 

whole world has celebrated the life of Nelson Mandela, this 

is the perfect passage for us. This is the passage that tells us 

that it is through the courage of the individual that God 

speaks to His people. 

John the Baptist was one astonishing character. Jesus, Him-

self, acknowledged him as a prophet. 

As they went away, Jesus began to speak to the 
crowds about John: “What did you go out into the 
wilderness to look at? A reed shaken by the wind? 
What then did you go out to see? Someone dressed 
in soft robes? Look, those who wear soft robes are 
in royal palaces. What then did you go out to see? A 
prophet? Yes, I tell you, and more than a prophet.
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In case you were wondering, a prophet is not an agreeable 

line of work in which to find yourself. The pay is non-exis-

tent, there’s no retirement plan, and just about everybody of 

any consequence is going to disagree with you. Prophets are 

disagreeable people because they bring a call from God de-

manding that we live into our potential as His children, and 

we’d just as soon not. We’d just as soon chill out in comfort.

This call from God, this demand that we turn from what 

we’d just as soon be to what we CAN be, is what John’s mes-

sage of repentance is all about. It is why Jesus began His 

ministry with a call to repentance, and why the church 

teaches that Advent is a time of reflection and repentance. 

We’d just as soon not, but God insists, “You MUST! I have 

given my children into your hands to care for. You MUST.” 

Being a prophet is like being hall monitor for a bunch of four 

year olds. 

“You have to share your toys!”

“Nuh uh! Can’t make me. MY toys!”
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“Look how sad the other children are! They don’t have the 

nice things you have. They don’t have any toys at all. Do you

want them to be sad?”

(Squeezing his eyes tightly shut so he won’t see the sadness

on the other children’s faces) “Won’t! They can go get their 

own toys.”

To behave in this way, to cut yourself off from the suffering

of others, is to refuse to be what you CAN be if you will just 

for goodness sake pay attention to what God is telling you 

through the prophets!

Of course, listening to the prophets, acting on what they 

have told you, and repenting your earlier view of things 

means sharing your ice cream and your toys, and generally 

speaking, we’d just as soon not. Every time the alarm clock 

rings, I realize I’d really rather roll over and snuggle into the 

warm covers. I really like my comfort. I’d just as soon not go

out in the cold. Out in the cold is where prophets always find 

themselves, literally or figuratively. Often, both.
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This is what makes Nelson Mandela such an inspiration to 

so many people. He got out of bed. He was one of the mil-

lions of people in South Africa who were being treated badly.

Somehow, he got it into his head that it was his calling to do 

something about it. More than that, he got it into his head that

he COULD do something about it. The usual thing that hap-

pens to someone who gets it into his head that he is called to 

address the mistakes of the culture in which he lives is that he

loses his head. Ask John the Baptist! Nelson kept his head, 

but spent TWENTY-SEVEN YEARS in a cell measuring 

8X8.

It’s easy to forget how controversial a figure Nelson was, 

even in this country. In 1986, when Congress here took up 

the Comprehensive Anti-Apartheid Act which contained a 

call that Mandela, then in his 23rd year of imprisonment, 

should be released, Dick Cheney voted “No” and later said he

didn’t regret the vote. President Reagan vetoed the act and 

Congress overrode his veto.
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It’s impossible to escape the parallel with John the Baptist. 

We all know the story that John was imprisoned and later be-

headed because he was critical of Herod Antipas’s adulterous 

relationship with his half-brother’s wife, but Josephus wrote 

that Herod Antipas, the Roman sponsored tetrarch for this lit-

tle part of the world, imprisoned him because he feared 

John’s influence with the people.

As great crowds clustered around John, Herod be-
came afraid lest the Baptist should abuse his moral 
authority over them to incite them to rebellion, as 
they would do anything at his bidding; therefore he 
thought it wiser, so as to prevent possible happen-
ings, to take away the dangerous preacher…and he 
imprisoned him in the fortress of Machaerus. 1

Dick Cheney could say he opposed Apartheid but could still

vote “No” on the Comprehensive Anti-Apartheid Act because

Mandela was allied with the Communists. Herod Antipas 

could deny that John the Baptist was leading the people in 

God’s way and still kill him over a supposed affront to 

Herod’s family. The capacity of the human mind to construct 

1 Catholic Encyclopedia http://www.newadvent.org/cathen/08486b.htm
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good reasons to do bad things is limitless. Oddly, the Gospel 

of Mark tells us that Herod Antipas later listened to John and 

took his advice2, exactly like the friendship which developed 

between Nelson Mandela and his jailer.

This is beginning to sound as if I believe that Nelson Man-

dela was John the Baptist reincarnated, but I don’t believe 

that. What I believe is that those called to prophesy will face 

the same challenges, no matter what the time or geography. 

What I believe is that prophets are called by a power beyond 

themselves to speak truth to secular power and call for repen-

tance.  We live in a county in which we are guaranteed the 

right to petition our government when we disagree with the 

direction it is taking. Neither John nor Nelson lived in such a 

country. Although members of the powerless and oppressed, 

they both spoke truth to power, fearlessly, and at enormous 

cost to themselves.

This is the source of my chill. This is why reading this pas-

sage sent shivers down my back. Why would anyone DO 

2 Mark 6:19-20
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such a crazy thing? The courage of people who find them-

selves living in conditions which are unjust and who would, I

do not doubt, much rather turn from contemplation of these 

inequities to more agreeable things astonishes me! Nelson 

spoke when no one in their right mind would speak. He spoke

against his own interest and urged the white minority to act 

against their own interests in the name of justice! John spoke 

to those who gathered of the need to repent, the need to 

change their understanding of the covenant to prepare them 

for the coming of a new thing, the New Covenant and God 

Incarnate.

He must have been nuts.

Jesus thought otherwise. Jesus said of John:

Truly I tell you, among those born of women no one
has arisen greater than John the Baptist; yet the least
in the kingdom of heaven is greater than he.

It is through the courage of exceptional people that this 

world is dragged in new directions — to become what God 

intended it to be all along — but the world inevitably exacts a

7



horrifying price from those with the courage to speak truth to 

power. The world self-righteously kills them as a general 

rule.

Did you ever wonder why the world generally reacts in that

way to those who come to remind us that God has given His 

children into our hands, and expects us to receive them with 

justice and love? I don’t think there is one, simple answer, 

but we can suggest some possibilities. One hint is found in 

the Canticle we read responsively. It is called “The Song of 

Mary” and contains this passage:

He has filled the hungry with good things, 
    and the rich he has sent away empty.

You see, the rich and comfortable, the ones who favor chill-

ing out even in the face of great injustice bearing upon their 

brothers, have their gaze fixed internally, seeing only them-

selves. Those who are hungry are forced to look outside 

themselves for aid and thus can see their brothers and know 

that they are not alone. Those who are self-satisfied can see 

only themselves – they are satisfied in themselves. They 
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squeeze their eyes tightly shut so they won’t see the sadness 

on the other children's faces and thereby miss out on the invi-

tation to join God’s family, sharing their successes, walking 

with God’s children through their suffering. If I am taught by 

my mother “Old Mr. Brown two doors down has lost his wife

and will be sad this Christmas. Why don’t you take him some

soup and visit with him?” I will see Old Mr. Brown as a liv-

ing, grieving brother and a member of my family. If I am told

that the starving children in China would love to have my 

Lima beans, I’ll just say, “Great! They can have them” be-

cause they are not my brothers. They are nameless, faceless 

straw men who, incredibly, seem to like Lima beans. 

But if I wear soft robes and live in a royal palace and if the 

dimensions of my television exceed the dimensions of your 

television such that you are consumed with envy, if my re-

frigerator overflows with the meats of cows and lambs and 

only the finest of drink and sweets are ever before me, it’s 

going to be dog-gone hard for me to repent of all this stuff 
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and empathize with the nameless, faceless people in my com-

munity who hunger. Oh, I might donate a good bit to good 

causes, but I will not share their suffering with them so that I 

might be moved to join in their struggle to end it. And so long

as I can chill in front of my 62 inch Plasma with Bose sound 

reinforcement, it will always be “their” suffering, not “our” 

suffering. I will give only from my plenty, but but never from

my substance. By my own choices, I shall be sent away as 

empty as Jacob Marley’s ghost. Marley, you will remember, 

confessed through his tears to Ebenezer Scrooge that he had 

squandered his chance to join in the family of God by focus-

ing on his business instead of the welfare of his brothers.

“Mankind was my business. The common welfare 
was my business; charity, mercy, forbearance, 
benevolence, were all my business. The dealings of 
my trade were but a drop of water in the comprehen-
sive ocean of my business! "

The power of connection with another of God’s children is 

beyond my capacity to describe, but let me share something 

Kathy wrote this week. She was shopping for disadvantaged 
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kids’ Christmas for OLBH. Each child had a budget of $70 

and the instructions were to buy warm coats and clothing 

first, then go to the child’s “wish list” if there was any money

left. Here’s what Kathy wrote:

Another reason to fall on your knees tonight ...

Kat and I joined some friends to “shop for Santa” 
tonight. We were given a packet with names, the 
children's needs and their wants. I was at one end of 
an aisle when I noticed a woman at the opposite end.
She bent her head, covered her face with her right 
hand and cried. After she shopped for her child's 
needs she had gotten to the wish list. One wish was 
“a pillow for my bed”. She had no budget money 
left. God forgive her if she cheated on the budget. 
“God bless us all, everyone.”

Chill out, dude! There can be peace on earth. All it takes is 

good will toward men. That is in our hands, you know.

AMEN
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Optional parts of the readings are set off in square brackets.

The Bible texts of the Old Testament, Epistle and Gospel lessons are from the New Re-
vised Standard Version Bible, copyright 1989 by the Division of Christian Education of 
the National Council of the Church of Christ in the USA, and used by permission.

The Collects, Psalms and Canticles are from the Book of Common Prayer, 1979.

Sermon Copyright © 2013 J. Stewart Schneider
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