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You gotta love John the Baptist.  He pulls no punches.  He excoriates the very people who look 
to him for leadership.  In Luke’s gospel, John calms down and makes specific 
recommendations—give away your extra coat, tax collectors should only collect what’s owed, 
soldiers should stop extorting from citizens.  But here in Matthew, he never actually calms down.  
He has one message: repent.  The ax is laid to the root of the trees, he tells us, and he is not 
interested in what happens to the tree or to the forest after the tree is cut down and burned up.  
Just don’t be that tree; repent.  

John the Baptist is a disrupter.  As preacher and writer Terry Ott notes, even John’s appearance 
in the story is abrupt.  Though in Luke’s gospel, John’s birth is announced and celebrated, here 
and in the other gospels, John is just suddenly there, a full grown man, dressed in animal skins 
and eating locusts.  The gospel tells us that John is here to prepare the way of the Lord, to 
smooth the road.  But it looks as though he’s here to shake things up and knock things down.  He 
calls the people out of their routines, and their houses—their structures and their places of 
comfort, out of the streets they know like the back of their hands, into the desert, into what is 
wild and uncharted, a place with no stores or wells, no roofs and no walls.   

It's important that they get out there, it seems, outside of the given and the ordinary, in order to 
get some perspective on it all.  Even Jesus goes out to John, hears him and is baptized by him, 
and then spends more time in the wilderness, before he is at last ready to take his socially 
unacceptable message of change and radical compassion back into civilization.  

Ever have that experience when you’re driving and it starts to snow, and you kind of wait to put 
the windshield wipers on?  You know, because sometimes it doesn’t help that much with snow.  
And then snow gets heavier, starts to stick, but you kind of forget to turn the wipers on.  And 
then when you finally do turn the wipers on, it makes all the difference in the world, as though 
someone just turned the sun back on.   

I think repentance is like that.  We put up with not quite having a handle on things, with the 
visibility gradually decreasing.  We put up with the nagging feeling that maybe we aren’t doing 
what we need to be doing.  We minimize our sins, justifying white lies and minor indiscretions.  
And then somehow, sometimes, the light dawns.  And what we’ve been doing seems suddenly 
very wrong.  There are times when we realize, as the rapper J. Cole says, “the good news is you 
came a long way.  The bad news is you went the wrong way.”      

I once heard a more evangelical Christian describe the way she used to think of things before she 
became a Christian.  “I was deceived,” she said.  “I thought that black was white and white was 
black.”  Deceived, because she believed that not only had her values gone off the rails, not only 
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had she fundamentally misunderstood the purpose of her life, but looking back, she believed that 
evil forces had led her to that misunderstanding.  She wasn’t just wrong; she was deceived.   

The language was foreign to me and still is, and maybe that’s why it sticks in my mind, 40 years 
after I heard her say it.  But I get it.  The idea that Satan is leading us down a primrose path to 
hell—well, I’m not worried about hell, and I’m not sure it’s Satan, but there is certainly a great 
deal that lures us in a not at all helpful direction.   

Basically, it’s our urge to feel good.  To be comfortable, as comfortable as possible as often as 
possible.  If a book or a conversation or an activity or an idea brings us discomfort, we will 
happily walk away.   

Shonda Rimes, creator of Grey’s Anatomy and How to Get Away With Murder and several other 
bingeable tv shows, in her memoir My Year of Saying Yes, talks about how she finally got her 
mind around changing her diet enough to lose weight and get healthy.  Losing weight sucks, she 
said.  Once she understood that that’s how it was going to be, that it was kind of a grind and she 
shouldn’t expect it to be fun, she was able to buckle down and do it.   

Too often we take discomfort as a sign that we should stop doing whatever the thing is that 
brings us discomfort.  We take it as a sign that we’re not ready, that we’re not gifted in that 
direction.  That can be true.  Some of us love to read out loud, for example; we are natural born 
lay readers.  Other people would rather scrub the carpet than stand up here and read—there’s just 
no need to get over that level of discomfort.  Better to keep exploring until we find our calling--
the place, as Frederick Buechner described it, “where your deep gladness and the world’s deep 
hunger meet.”  

But sometimes our deep gladness takes a little digging to find.  And sometimes that digging is 
less than fun.  Discomfort can be the doorway to repentance.   

When World War II was over, the German people experienced a long period of silence about 
Nazi death camps.  People who had been in them did not want to talk about the horror.  People 
who had been Nazis did not want to talk about their own participation.  There was a great deal of 
shame and tremendous discomfort.  They just didn’t talk about it.  It was only when the children 
and grandchildren of that generation began asking questions that German people began to think 
through what had been done and how to remember and even memorialize it.  It was only after 
decades that they found a way to some kind of repentance. 

The writer Clint Smith wonders what Americans might learn from Germany’s reckoning with its 
past, in his book How the Word is Passed: A Reckoning with the History of Slavery Across 
America.  What would it mean to put down our shame and allow ourselves to see what slavery 
was, and how formative it was to our nation, economy, and culture.  How would we ensure that 
we did not forget the suffering, and its aftereffects, the terrifically uneven playing field it left 
behind.   

It makes us uncomfortable.  Absolutely.  Do I want to know what my ancestors did or didn’t do?  
Maybe it’s enough to worry about what I myself have done wrong, what opportunities for good I 
have been or am neglecting.  But the thing is, John’s baptism is a baptism of repentance not only 
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for the individual, but for the community. People came out not, or not only, to repent that they 
had cheated on their spouse or stolen from their boss.  They came to repent that they had been 
making a living from cheating and abusing their neighbors.  They came to confess that they were 
part of the machinery that was grinding the poor into dust.  That’s why they come out to him 
from Jerusalem and the whole of Judea, because they have to get outside not only of their own 
homes, but outside of their society, in order to repent.   

Thankfully John the Baptist, the disrupter, the crazy wild man prophet, shaker up and preparer of 
the way, thankfully, he wasn’t the messiah.  The messiah is a healer, a filler of hungry bellies, a 
stiller of the storms that threaten to drown us.  Jesus tells us that just as we can learn to forgive, 
we can be forgiven--infinitely, because God is good and welcome us home.  But John the 
Baptist’s preaching should still be ringing in our ears.  We can’t get home unless we turn around.  
We can’t eat the good fruits of the kingdom of God until we learn to be the good trees that 
produce them.   

 

 

 


