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“Hope for the Roots” 

 I would like to propose a new seasonal greeting. One that I think you know could really 

transcend and maybe even end this whole “War on Christmas” thing. Instead of Happy Holidays or 

Merry Christmas, I think we should be saying the proper Advent greeting, “Repent! For the Kingdom of 

Heaven has drawn near!” Just think of the Starbucks cups and the Christmas cards with beautiful gold 

foiled script writing – “Repent!” No? I haven’t convinced you? Too harsh maybe? Alright maybe “Repent! 

The Kingdom of Heaven has drawn near,” won’t catch on like I’m hoping. Perhaps we’ve been saddled 

with too much baggage of shame and guilt associated with the word, “repent,” for it to ever be a greeting 

of joyful good news. But I’m here today to tell you, this is good news friends! 

Our Gospel lesson today centers on John the Baptist, a figure who features prominently every advent 

season. He is just as much a herald of the season as the Angels. And yet I have never seen a John the 

Baptist ornament or a tiny six-month old baby John figurine in a nativity display, hanging out with his 

newborn cousin. But John’s voice, echoing the words of the Prophet Isaiah, “Prepare the way of the Lord,” 

is just as central to the Advent season as the words, “for unto us a Child is born.” This wild and woolly 

prophet is a throwback to the prophets of old, Old Testament that is. John the Baptist is intentionally 

reminiscent of Elijah fulfilling his role as the herald of the Messiah, calling people out to the wilderness – 

away from the seats of power – to repent and be baptized. The word we often translate as repent is 

metanoia, and it most literally means to take on a new mindset. It has this connation of turning around, 

charting a new path, a new course.  



Now often I think we cast prophets into this role as oracles or predictors of the future. But that was 

not and is not their role. They were messengers of God and most often gave warnings to the people, 

invitations to change, and to turn again towards God. We read their words with the advantage of 

hindsight and see how those warnings came to fruition when the people did not change. When their 

distrust and unfaithfulness, their greed and lust for power, lead to their destruction. John is following in 

this same line of prophetic tradition, in his warning and invitation to repent. Now he gets a little riled up, 

and that’s putting it mildly, when he sees that the Pharisees and Sadducees have also shown up to be 

baptized along with the crowds from Jerusalem and the Judean countryside. Some commentators cast 

the religious leaders in this sort of spy role, as authorities hoping to catch John in an act of heresy great 

enough to arrest him and get rid of him. But in revisiting the story this time around, I’m inclined to see to 

them as curious about what John was up to and why he was so popular, and even genuine in their desire 

to be baptized along with everyone else. Now what exactly their motivation was, we can’t be sure, but 

John doesn’t seem too pleased to see them. John, in his own John way, wants them to get real about their 

repentance, to be serious about making this change, to understand what it really means. Their pedigree 

and accomplishments aren’t enough. It doesn’t matter that they are “sons of Abraham,” what matters is 

what kind of fruit they are bearing, fruits of justice, humility, kindness, not just more of the same rotten 

bitter fruits of self-serving ambition, power, and control.  

Has anyone here had to deal with a dead tree? And if it was fruit tree, probably one of the indicators 

it was dying was that it stopped bearing fruit. And if you have had a dead tree that was a danger to keep 

around, was at risk of falling your property, you know that it’s a a pain to deal with. Not only is it 

expensive to cut the tree down, but removing the stump is a whole ordeal in and of itself. Stumps are 

really good for nothing, they are symbols of decay and death. John may have had in mind this text from 

Isaiah 11 when he says that the ax lies at the root of the tree. The people would have been familiar with 

this language of roots and stumps, because for so long they have been a people who have been left with 

nothing but a stump, a decaying remanent of who they once were. But here’s where the subtle hope of 

John’s message lies, the ax is lying at the roots , unused, they haven’t been destroyed yet. And Isaiah’s 



words bring this message home by saying that from this useless stump, from these near dead roots, God 

is going to bring forth life. A tiny, vulnerable sprig of life. From these roots the relentless of grace of God 

is not only going bring forth a Savior, but is going to nurture the community back into a flourishing and 

mighty tree.  

Repentance is a path. It’s not a one time act, but a conscious daily, hourly choice to keep turning to 

God. It is a path, I believe that leads to peace – peace with God, peace within ourselves, and peace with 

one another. That is the vision that the Prophet Isaiah casts and that John proclaims, a place of peace, 

where none are hurt or able to hurt in God’s holy realm. A place where the impossible, the things that we 

think are unchangeable, those things so ingrained, so a part of who we are or how the world is that it 

cannot be changed - all those things are indeed transformed. This gives us hope. That through the power 

of God, change is not only possible, but it’s already underway. That with God nothing and no one is 

irredeemable, nothing is too far gone for God. 

On Friday a group of about 15 of us traveled to the Elayn Hunt Correctional Facility with the Parole 

Project and the Frederick Douglas Project for Justice. Something that we’ve done before as a church and I 

know, some of y’all have gotten to experience. This was my first time going and I went in to it with an 

open mind and few expectations, thinking I’d certainly learn a lot, but I was unprepared for just how 

spiritually meaningful this experience would be. At Elayn Hunt, I saw the Kingdom of Heaven coming 

near. The men who we got to meet and were part of our discussion group, were those who had been 

through various leadership and mentorship programs, some had seminary degrees and were acting as 

pastors and missionaries in the prison. They took advantage of opportunities to not only improve their 

lives, but their work also greatly improves the lives of the other inmates around them. These men were 

very intentionally walking the path of repentance, making amends for what they had done, being 

transformed by God and the gospel, and living in to hope that they would find mercy in our justice 

system and the courts and eventually be released to their families and the world outside of prison. I found 



at Elayn Hunt a place of where justice and mercy can go hand in hand. I found at Elayn Hunt a place 

where, against all odds, peace and hope are real. 

I feel like for the past several years, I come to the season and things are heavy and hard. I don’t see 

much improvement in our deeply entrenched divisions and tribalism. And I won’t get into the politics of 

it all, but I just want to name the anxiety, fear, and tension in our city with the presence of Border Patrol 

and ICE. Hope and peace are in short supply.  But even now the Kingdom of Heaven draws near! 

Repentance allows us to turn towards God, turn towards hope, and turn towards peace. Even now God 

is nurturing sprigs of life, refusing to give up on us, making impossible things possible, in and through us, 

for us and for this broken and hurting world. So, Repent! For the Kingdom of Heaven has come near!  


