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“Even now the axe is laid to the root of the trees.” St. Luke 3: 9a

If we have come across Dorothy Sayers, we probably know her as the author of the Lord
Peter Wimsey novels, or as a playwright, or when she spoke out about women having a
role outside the home in the 1920's through the ‘50's... We are probably less aware that
Sayers was a deeply committed Christian, and she had no time for the vanilla pudding
kind of Christianity – when no one is offended, and no one is inspired... She wrote,

The Christian faith is the most exciting drama that every staggered the imagination
of man – and the dogma is the drama.
That drama is summarized quite clearly in the creeds of the Church, and if we
think it dull it is because we either have never really read those amazing
documents, or have recited them so often and so mechanically as to have lost all
sense of their meaning. The plot pivots upon a single character, and the whole
action is the answer to a single central problem: What think ye of Christ?... (The
Whimsical Christian, p. 11)

With her no-nonsense style, I rather think that Sayers would be attracted to the message of
John the Baptist, and John’s sharp declaration of our universal need for radical life
change. John preached:

‘You brood of vipers! Who warned you to flee from the wrath to come? Bear fruits
worthy of repentance. Do not begin to say to yourselves, “We have Abraham as
our ancestor”; for I tell you, God is able from these stones to raise up children to
Abraham. Even now 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.’

John insisted that this internal repentance has to be lived out in our relationships with one
another:

 ‘Whoever has two coats must share with anyone who has none; and whoever has
food must do likewise.’ Even tax-collectors came to be baptized, and they asked
him, ‘Teacher, what should we do?’ He said to them, ‘Collect no more than the
amount prescribed for you.’ Soldiers also asked him, ‘And we, what should we
do?’ He said to them, ‘Do not extort money from anyone by threats or false
accusation, and be satisfied with your wages.’

John was preparing people to encounter the Messiah, the long-awaited anointed One:



 ‘I baptize you with water; but one who is more powerful than I is coming; I am not
worthy to untie the thong of his sandals. He will baptize you with the Holy Spirit
and fire. His winnowing-fork is in his hand, to clear his threshing-floor and to
gather the wheat into his granary; but the chaff he will burn with unquenchable
fire.’ 

God’s message through John is not just for the first century, but for the 21st century. It is a
message not only for Palestinian Jews, but for the globe... We are all called to repent...

All of us agree that repentance is core to the gospel. When we read about injustices in
other parts of the world, most of us are quick to agree that it would be far better if people
changed their ways, and began living God’s way... But when it comes to our own need to
repent, we are often far more ambivalent!... Most of us – and I include myself – would
prefer a gospel without sacrifice, if we could...

So why do we resist this process of repentance?... I suggest there are two reasons.
Certainly, it takes a bit of effort to change our habits. Repentance requires change and
renewal – and that takes some effort... 

Perhaps I shouldn’t admit this, but I don’t tend to remember sermons a long time
afterwards! I enjoy hearing them at the time, but a week later, I’ve often forgotten the
theme of what I’ve heard... But there are a few exceptions: I remember an old preacher
preaching about the old prayer of confession (“the burden of [our sins] is intolerable,” the
prayer reads). He said, “Actually, most of us are pretty tolerant of our sins.” So, one
reason we sometimes resist the process of repentance is that it’s simply easier not to
repent!...

However, there is a second reason why we sometimes resist this process of repentance:
We believe that God is good, but sometimes we might also believe the devil’s lie that God
is a killjoy – that God doesn’t want us to have any fun...

Do we remember the story of Adam and Eve, from the beginning of the Bible? They
represent humanity – we are all sons of Adam and daughters of Eve. When Adam was in
the Garden, God said, “You may freely eat of every tree of the garden; but of the tree of
the knowledge of good and evil you shall not eat, for in the day that you eat of it you shall
die.” Humanity was given a very wide permission – Adam and Eve could eat any tree they
wanted – except one...

Now let’s see what happens when Satan shows up, represented as a snake in this story: He
said to the woman, ‘Did God say, “You shall not eat from any tree in the garden”?
(Genesis 3: 1)’ Do we see what has happened? God gave a wide permission (fruit of all
trees but one). The snake suggests that God is a killjoy – you can’t have any fruit at all!...



Deep down, we sometimes believe the lie that we have to give up all our fun if we’re to
follow the Lord... In fact, God only wants us to give up what hurts us – either right away,
or in the long run...

In this Advent season, we’re encouraged to re-commit ourselves to the Lord, as we
prepare for the Festival of Christmas...

So, what does God want us to do, in this process of repentance? Today’s gospel reading
outlines 3 important steps: First, there is an inner change – we choose to turn to the Lord,
and that is seen by “good fruit” in our lives... John proclaims, “Bear fruit that befits
repentance.” How we live shows the priorities of our hearts... Jesus said, “No good tree
bears bad fruit, nor again does a bad tree bear good fruit.” So, there needs to be an inner
change of our priorities – and that should show up in our lives as we “bear good fruit...”

Good fruit can show up in all kinds of ways, but here’s just one example: We’re still in
the middle of a pandemic, and it’s tough. We’re tired of wearing masks, and we’re tired
of physical distancing. I think there are two broad responses we can have: The first
response is simply to be irritable, and grumpy... The second response is to be gracious and
encouraging – that’s one way to “bear fruit...” To summarize, one part of repentance is to
choose God’s way, and that needs to “bear fruit” in our lives...

A second example which John the Baptist provides is to practice generosity with other
people.  “He who has two coats,” John says, “let him share with the one who has none...”

In John’s time, many of the Roman soldiers were notorious for practicing extortion... For
example, a Roman soldier might come into a local shop, break a few items, and threaten
the shop owner: “Pay me some money or it will be a lot worse for you...” In contrast, John
told the listening soldiers, “Do not extort money from anyone by threats or false
accusation, and be satisfied with your wages...”

We’re not Roman soldiers. But are we content with what we have? Are we generous in
how we share our time, our resources, and our money? Do we see others with the eyes of
Jesus, or are we only selfishly looking for ourselves and our own interests?... Looking to
the needs of others, and generosity, are also signs of repentance...

The third sign of this process of repentance is that John was always pointing others
toward the Messiah – Jesus: “I baptize you with water; but one who is more powerful
than I is coming; I am not worthy to untie the thong of his sandals (Luke 3: 16)...”

Repentance isn’t just giving up what is hurtful. Positively, it is drawing nearer to the Lord
Jesus Christ – being embraced by his love and mercy by his Spirit. This is not a miserable
place to be – it is the most glorious place to be. It’s a little taste of heaven...



John the Baptist’s message of repentance is also a message to our generation.  May we
dare to change – to have a change of our hearts and to bear good fruit; to be content and
to see others with new eyes; and to be drawn ever closer to Jesus, the Christ... 

Amen.


