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2 Advent A 2022 

So here we are, on this second Sunday of Advent, listening to this 

unpleasant prophet again as Christmas draws near.  This prophet, John 

the Baptist, is obviously not a popular figure – you won’t find him as a 

character in the manger, as a sugar cookie figure, or on a Hallmark card. 

He, with his gaunt and stark features, wearing a dusty camel hair coat, 

reeking of locusts and honey and smelling of poverty and desert 

discipline, is not one we embrace easily. 

By and large we prefer the round, jolly, overgrown elf in the red velvet 

suit with a nose like a cherry, who shakes when he laughs like a bowl 

full of jelly.  

Yet, all three Gospels have John the Baptist at the beginning of the 

Christmas story -- and so the message is clear: if you want to get to the 

joy of Bethlehem, you must get past the Jordan.   

If you really want to see what’s in Bethlehem’s manger, you must first 

confront this crazy prophet out in the wilderness who sermons are as 

bitter and wild as the terrain.  In short, no Jesus without John.  Not a 

pleasant prospect, but there it is.   
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There it is.  That’s why John comes ranting down our church aisles 

today hurling his disapproval, launching his scorn, demanding to cleanse 

us of our delusions with a cold dip in the icy Jordan. 

“The Kingdom of God is at hand,” proclaims John.  Good we say.  It’s 

about time.  At last God has come to give us what we deserve, treat us 

right, soothe our pain, take our side. 

"You brood of vipers, repent," cries John.  Vipers? Repent? He must be 

talking about the really bad people like criminals and perverts and 

politicians - not us.   

But, then John turns to us, screaming.  “And don’t tell me that your 

family has always been members of this parish, that you’re kind to your 

spouse and children and support several charities.  Don’t tell me that 

everyone thinks you’re nice – that your generous and thoughtful.  

Repent – repent not only of your sins, but of trying to hide them.  The 

small mindedness, the backbiting, the jealousy - the self-centeredness, 

the sloth.  Somewhere along the line preaches John we must all do that 

AA. thing.  Hi, there, my name is Mary and I’m an alcoholic.  Hi, there 

my name is Michael and I’m a sinner. 
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Yes, beneath our Christmas card cheer, our Norman Rockwell image, 

and our cheery parties we are all fitting subjects for the preaching of 

John.   

Beneath our celebrations of human potential, our glorious achievements, 

our cultivated self-esteem is someone worthy of the preaching of John 

who comes calling us to account, measuring our lives not by what nine 

out of ten Americans think, but by what Almighty God commands. 

Picture this very moment, this wild figure running up and down our 

aisles, looking into our very souls and stopping in front us, looking, 

pointing – yelling -- screaming.   And we lower our heads and promise 

what?  Repent of what?  

We know what we need to repent of.  Or do we?  Pause for a moment 

beneath his uncomfortable gaze and think.  Think for example of the 

instances I used before, jealousy, self-centeredness, sloth.   

Sloth?  Isn’t that one of the seven capital sins.  Why mention that one?  

Anger maybe, Lust, yes, Pride yes, but sloth?  If there is anything we’re 

not guilty of here at St. Philips it is sloth.   

Sloth is laziness – sloth means you’re a “slacker” and we are a people 

who run around, are always on the go, taxiing the kids all over.  We 

belong to hundreds of groups and organizations and clubs.  We never 

have enough time.  No, sloth is the one thing we’re not guilty of. 
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Oh? Says, John, O.K. Let’s take that example.  Did you know that sloth 

is also a kind of living death?  Let me explain.   

As a kid, Bruno Bettelheim lived in Germany and at that time the Nazi 

terror was starting to move through the country, and the signs were clear 

that it was going to engulf Bettelheim and his Jewish family.   

He wrote a book called The Informed Heart.  He tells in that book how 

he and his peers pleaded with the older people to flee Germany – 

runaway - because this terror was at their door.  

But the more they pleaded the more the old people said, “No, we can’t 

leave our possessions, we can’t leave our homes, we can’t give up all 

that we have -- we’re settled here.” 

And this went on week after week until finally the young people left and 

the Nazi terror came and swallowed up those older Jews and killed them. 

That is an example of sloth.  

Sloth is when one knows that one is traveling on a damaging or deadly 

course in life and somehow can’t muster the courage, the strength, the 

hope, the faith to do something about it – to do something different.  

The person who detests their job but continues at it for a lifetime is 

guilty of sloth.   



5 
 

The man or woman who sits in front of the computer on the Internet or 

in front of the television for hour after hour, neglecting real life 

relationships, forgetting that life in the real world is far more interesting, 

for more important, for richer than anything they’ll find on the screen, is 

guilty of sloth. 

The mother who sees herself as a martyr to her family, the grownup 

children who never break from her – they are guilty of sloth.   

The married couple whose marriage is a lifelong hell, the teenager 

whose crowd is leading them into drugs or alcohol or premarital sex – 

they are all guilty of sloth.   

They know they’re on a damaging course.  They know their behavior is 

utterly destructive to themselves and others, but they can’t bring 

themselves to get out of it. 

And you know, the one thing that those guilty of sloth have in common 

is a perfect alibi.  If you should mention to some of these people, as I 

have done, that they might possibly have a different reaction and maybe 

try a different way of life, they come upon you with a ton of excuses.  

The person who is in this terrible job they hate, which is giving them 

ulcers and is going to shorten their life by 20 years, will say. “But I’ve 

got to support my family.” 
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The Internet or television addict who sits – and eats – and sits and eats 

four, five, six, hours in front of the screen says, “Yeah, but I enjoy it.”  

The martyred mother will say. “But how can my kids do without me if 

I’m not here every moment?”  How will they make the bed?  How will 

they find the refrigerator?  How will they work the microwave?  How 

will they have clean clothes?  Yea but isn’t your “little child” now thirty-

five year old?  

Teenagers know they are going to destroy themselves with drugs and 

alcohol, and in our day and age sexual identity but say, “so what, the 

world doesn’t understand me – I am old enough to make my own 

decisions” and don’t have the courage to say no.  

And finally, we’re all guilty of sloth when we find ourselves continually 

depressed or in pain or unhappy and think we can produce excellent 

moral and practical reasons why we can’t improve our lot.  

Excuses, excuses, excuses.  God wants us to live happy, healthy, holy 

lives and we make up all kinds of dumb excuses why we can’t.  

So, there you are.  Sloth - an example of the need to repent.  There he is; 

that terrible, unwanted, smelly prophet from the desert, still standing 

there in front of us.   
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And the fact is, he is going to stand there blocking our view of the 

blessings and joy of Christmas until we repent and clean up our act 

because that is his job: that’s what he’s about and that’s what this liturgy 

is about. 

It’s all about: 

No Jesus without John 

No joy without the Jordan. 

No rejoicing without repentance, 

Today, the prophet has spoken.    

 


