
The Lessons Appointed for Use on
the

Third Sunday of Advent
Year A RCL

Isaiah 35:3-7
Psalm 146:4-9
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 glo-

ry, now and for ever.

Amen.
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Isaiah 35:3-7

Strengthen the weak hands,
and make firm the feeble knees.

Say to those who are of a fearful heart,
“Be strong, do not fear!

Here is your God.
He will come with vengeance,

with terrible recompense.
He will come and save you.”

Then the eyes of the blind shall be opened,
and the ears of the deaf unstopped;

then the lame shall leap like a deer,
and the tongue of the speechless sing for joy.

For waters shall break forth in the wilderness,
and streams in the desert;

the burning sand shall become a pool,
and the thirsty ground springs of water;

the haunt of jackals shall become a swamp,
the grass shall become reeds and rushes.
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Psalm 146:4-9

Lauda, anima mea
4 Happy are they who have the God of Jacob for their 

help! *
whose hope is in the LORD their God;

5 Who made heaven and earth, the seas, and all that is 
in them; *
who keeps his promise for ever;

6 Who gives justice to those who are oppressed, *
and food to those who hunger.

7 The LORD sets the prisoners free;
the LORD opens the eyes of the blind; *
the LORD lifts up those who are bowed down;

8 The LORD loves the righteous;
the LORD cares for the stranger; *
he sustains the orphan and widow,
but frustrates the way of the wicked.

9 The LORD shall reign for ever, *
your God, O Zion, throughout all generations.
Hallelujah!
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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 patience, beloved, take the 

prophets who spoke in the name of the Lord.
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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 answered 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 
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about whom it is written,

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

“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.”
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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! That happens every time 

I read of John the Baptist. The story of John shouts of 

the courage of those called to speak for God, for it is 

through the courage of the individual that God speaks to

His people. 

John the Baptist was one astonishing character. Je-

sus, Himself, 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 
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prophet? Yes, I tell you, and more than a 
prophet.

In case you were wondering, a prophet is not an 

agreeable line of work in which to find yourself. The 

pay is non-existent, there’s no retirement plan, and just 

about everybody of any consequence is going to dis-

agree with you. Prophets are disagreeable people be-

cause they bring a call from God demanding that we 

live into our potential as His children, and we’d just as 

soon not. We’d just as soon be what we’re comfortable 

being rather than what we could be, thank you very 

much.

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 message of repentance is all about, and why the 

church teaches that Advent is a time of reflection and 

repentance. We’d just as soon not, but God insists, “You
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MUST! I have given my children into your hands to 

care for. You MUST.” That is the message prophets 

bring, a message nobody really wants to hear. 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!”

“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 
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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, lit-

erally or figuratively. Often, both. The usual thing that 

happens 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! 

I believe 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 power and call for 

repentance. When they do, it is inevitable that they suf-

fer, for power does not enjoy criticism. We can see that 
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in our time when water cannons and rubber bullets were

aimed at members of the Standing Rock Sioux, even 

though we live in a country which guarantees the right 

to petition our government when we disagree with the 

direction it is taking. When the temperature in North 

Dakota stood at 23 degrees, 3,000 United States Armed 

Services veterans went to face the water canons in sup-

port of the Standing Rock Sioux. They spoke truth to 

power, fearlessly, and at enormous cost to themselves 

and to our astonishment, they changed the course of a 

manifest mistake. Were those veterans, by their self-

denying action, speaking prophetically? I think a good 

argument can be made that they were.

This is the source of that chill I feel when reading of

John the Baptist. Why would anyone DO such a crazy 

thing as to answer a call from God to speak truth to 

power? The courage of such people just astonishes me! 
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John spoke of the need to repent, the need to change the

culture’s 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. Those veterans 

who went to North Dakota must be nuts. Nuts or not, to 

such ones we owe eternal gratitude. 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 horri-

fying price from those with the courage to speak truth 

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

general rule. 

Personally, I'd just as soon stay home in my jam-

mies and watch TV. I’m no prophet. I’m too committed 

to my comfort. That love of comfort stops me in my 

tracks. I wear soft robes and live in a comfortable 

home. I am careful to assure that the dimensions of my 
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television exceed the dimensions of your television so 

that you are consumed with envy. My refrigerator over-

flows with the meats of cows and lambs and only the 

finest of drink and sweets are ever before me. It’s hard 

for me to repent of all this stuff and empathize with the 

nameless, faceless people in my community 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. So 

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

Bose sound reinforcement, it will always be “their” suf-

fering, 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 Mar-

ley’s ghost. Marley's ghost, you will remember, con-

fessed through his tears to Ebeneezer Scrooge that he 

had squandered his chance to join in the family of God 
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by focusing on his business instead of the welfare of his

brothers.

“Mankind was my business. The common 
welfare was my business; charity, mercy, for-
bearance, benevolence, were all my business.
The dealings of my trade were but a drop of 
water in the comprehensive 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 shop-

ping for disadvantaged 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 
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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, ev-
eryone.”

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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BENEDICTION

I’ve learned to pay attention to odd urges that come 

on me from time to time. They are often my subcon-

scious nudging me. This week, it was an urge to watch 

“Forbidden Planet”, the 1956 Sci-Fi movie that I 

haven’t seen since...oh...1956. Where did that come 

from? I don’t watch Sci-Fi movies! Anyway, the film 

takes place on a planet inhabited only by Walter Pigeon 

and his daughter. The previous civilization, extinct for 

“2,000 centuries” had converted the entire planet into a 

machine which would provide anything anyone wished 

for. Nobody had to lift a finger. The designers of this 

wonder were all killed because they forgot that at the 

core of our being is “the id”, the unconscious, uncivi-

lized and sinful foundation. Simply put, if one of them 

was angry with their neighbor the planet machine 

would obligingly rip the neighbor to shreds. Since we 
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are so inept at getting along with one another, they were

all killed by their sinful selves.

The task of a prophet is to remind us that however 

sinful we may be, we are beloved by God and live with-

in His Grace. This is why we prayed today:

Stir up your power, O Lord, and with great 
might come among us; and, because we are 
sorely hindered by our sins, let your bounti-
ful grace and mercy speedily help and deliv-
er us;

Our prayer is to live into God's Grace, blessing all 

who cross our paths.

The Lord bless you and keep you; 
the Lord make his face to shine upon you, and be 
gracious to you; 
the Lord lift up his countenance upon you, and give 
you peace. 

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-
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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 © 2016 J. Stewart Schneider
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