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If we are to take John the Baptist seriously, there’s a lot of what he has to say that should 
frighten us. Words like “the axe 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.” Of course, you know, he’s not talking 
about real trees. He’s talking about us. The Baptist was the inventor of “hellfire and 
brimstone.” But I would also say that there’s much about him that I wish I could see up close 
and in person. He’s clearly a character – dare I say, almost a performer – there with his camel 
hair and belt and locusts and wild honey. Wild honey? How many bee stings do you think he 
got? 
 
In the way that a car crash or a burning building gets us to look, John got people to look, no 
doubt. Later on, Jesus will even comment on this; “What did you go out into the desert to 
see?” But, while John could and did obviously say things that were offensive – he would lose 
his head ultimately for going a bit too far with the powers that be – I think, on reflection, he 
said things that frankly sound closer to crazy talk. Talk like, “brood of vipers” and “axe to the 
roots” and God turning stones into better human beings than any of us, and a foreboding 
sense of the coming fire, all that sort of talk, in the balance, just sounds like crazy rantings of a 
crazy man. 
 
But John presents a unique problem for all of us Christians over the span of 2,000 years. And, I 
think, it’s a problem we’ve never really come to grips with. John tells us who we are or, maybe 
more specifically, John tells us what we’ve allowed ourselves to become. And not only 
humanity as a group, but each of us as individuals. We are, each of us, somewhere down in the 
depths of our true souls, little more than vipers and stones. Those are hard words. Crazy talk, if 
you may. 
 
But the importance of this story, parked here at the beginning of the story of Jesus, is that if 
we take it even a little bit seriously it begins to open us up to the story of Jesus. Because if we 
take John’s words seriously, if we begin to understand what we’ve done to ourselves and the 
world around us, we’re maybe just a bit more prepared to hear what Jesus has to say. In Jesus 
we begin to hear the story of how God sees us and, specifically, that God sees us as something 
infinitely more beautiful than the broken creatures we generally allow ourselves to become. In 
Jesus we begin to see the infinite beauty of who and what each human truly is. 
 
The importance, the power even, of the Baptist is that by telling us the truth he opens us up to 
the power of Jesus. And when we read through the Gospel in the coming year, we begin to 
read the stories of countless broken human beings. Sick, outcast, hungry, broken, angry, lost, 
fragile, forgetful, undependable, naked, criminal, thirsty, thieving, murderous, confused 
human beings one and all. And somewhere in that list, or maybe some words I didn’t add, is 
each of us. A veritable brood of stone-faced vipers. And what we begin to see in the Gospel is 
some sort of gradual dawning on humanity that it’s maybe not quite right. And what we then 



see, time and time again, is Jesus pulling up alongside of each of these people. And when you 
watch him do it we see him, with what seems to be boundless compassion, letting people 
know that they have value and that they are loved by God. Honestly, it just sounds like crazy 
talk. 
 
And we know that it sounds like crazy talk because we as good church folk have for about 
2,000 years now struggled mightily to live into that image, that image of Jesus’s presence in 
the world. And there’s little point at this moment to go on about how many times the church – 
as institution and as good church folk – has failed to live into this image of its true self. We all 
know in the depts of our souls and by hard experience of its truth. 
 
But one of the beauties of the Gospel story is that it’s not too late, never too late, to get on 
board. It’s not too late to hear new the crazy words of the Baptist and see the beautiful life 
and feel the presence of none other than Jesus and get on the proverbial train. The story of 
Christianity is replete with the stories of people who see how they missed the story again and 
again and how, in his infinite mercy and patience, Jesus never let them go. And if we have the 
ability to be honest with ourselves, we each know that one of those people is us. 
 
The mission of the Gospel, I believe, is for the healing of a broken world. The healing of that 
broken world’s life and its resurrection into something new and unimaginatively beautiful. And 
it all begins with some crazy words, showing us a glimmer of truth. 
 
Amen. 
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