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 We have all done it, sometimes consciously and sometimes subconsciously.  We have all judged someone based on the way he looks, the way she dresses, or the types of food that they eat.  We like to profile people and put them in certain categories without checking out all the facts.  Now more so than ever, the issue with “profiling” has been a hot-button issue with the NYPD’s “Stop and Frisk” program and even with the “Knock-out” game that’s occurring around the city.  

Unfortunately that is the world that we live in today, based on presumptions and fears that certain types of people might do us harms.  We become cautious and skeptical of what people might be telling us, especially when someone looks odd based on their appearance or have something radical to say.  We can either accept them, reject them or simply ignore them.

Today, we come across our traditional Advent passage with our familiar friend - John the Baptist.  Well, John, as you probably know was not your typical prophet, at least not by his outward appearance - the he looked, the way he dressed, where he hangs out or the types of food that he ate.  Surprisingly his eccentric personality did not deter his credibility of being the 1st prophet sent by God in over 400 years.  There had been no words from God through the prophets for the people of Israel in all those years.  Some might have wondered if Yehweh had abandoned them and was leaving them in the dark.  However, just because there were no prophets during those years, that did not mean that God was absent from God’s people.  In fact, God was actively at work amongst the people, preparing them for what was to come – the Messiah, the long-expected Savior will soon arrive.


So when people heard about this new prophet in 400 years, people from Jerusalem, Judea and all the region along the Jordan, came to check him out and see what he had to say – however radical his message may be.  John’s message of repentance instilled much fear among the people, both Jews and Gentiles alike.  His message was not to scare people off but to let them be aware of what was to come.  His message was just a warning, a preview of the main message of what was to come.  John made clear that he himself was NOT the Messiah, but the one who is more powerful than him was coming after him.  Well, we all know what that is.  

But honestly, how many of us like to be told what we’ve done wrong, how sinful we are and that we need to repent and change the way we do things?  Not too many of us….That’s the last things that people wanted to hear.  So where is the Good News?  What’s the Gospel?  What is it for me that I should believe what the Good News have to say?


John knew that he was not going to be the main “Featured Presentation” as in going to a movie, but he was just the “Preview” or the “Coming Attraction”.  His job was to prepare people, set the tone and drew their attention, get them all excited and prompted them for action in anticipation of what was to come.  John was like the appetizer to 10-course banquet that God has prepared for all of God’s people in the story of human salvation.  

John himself did not come to bear the Good News to humanity.  In fact, it was quite the opposite.  He came to bear the Bad News.  But in this world of twisted irony, the “BAD” news was really the “GOOD” news.  John offered this message of HOPE that if they repent and confess, God will graciously willingly embrace them through the coming of the Messiah.  His job was to offer them a message of warning before it became too late, passing to the point of no-return.

This week, I’m sure we’ve all heard about the Metro-North train accident on the news.  The center of investigation has now focused upon the train engineer and how this whole tragedy could’ve been prevented and lives saved, IF there had been a warning system implemented onboard that train.  This warning system would’ve alarmed the sleepy train engineer of the excessive speed and kicked in the automatic braking system on the train.

It appears that this tragedy served not only as a warning for our transportation system but also for our lives as well….that we are all vulnerable of falling asleep and becoming unaware of the dangerous speed that we are traveling in and the direction of where we might be going.  There may be a dangerous curve up ahead and we must slow things down, or else we will derail, putting ourselves and others at risks.


For many of us, we might be like this train engineer who had fallen asleep behind the wheel while cruising along.  We might have been steering a runaway train (also known as our lives!) that is heading imminently towards a curve of destruction.  We need someone to wake us up, to slam on the emergency brakes, and to re-take full control of our trains before it is too late.  

Didn’t we just hear this voice crying out in the wilderness?  “Prepare the way of the Lord, make his path straight!”
  The ax is lying at the root of the trees, every tree that does not bear good fruit is to be cut down and is to be thrown into the fire.
  This voice was our Wake-up call and our warning sign of what was to come.  This voice coming out of the wilderness reminded the Israelites not only the sins that they had committed, but also God’s provision in grace through their redemption and deliverance, ultimately leading them into the Promised Land.

When John saw this group of Pharisees (more religiously focused leaders) and Sadducees (more politically focused leaders) approaching the Jordan River where he was baptizing people, immediately he called them out and referred to them as “a brood of vipers”- “a bunch of poisonous snakes”
  That’s a pretty nasty and insulting term to refer someone as “you sneaky, manipulative, evil snakes”.  

Interestingly of the three gospels (Matthew, Mark and Luke) that share this John the Baptist story, only in Matthew’s version where the Pharisees and Sadducees were identified.  In the Luke version, the entire crowd was referred to as the “brood of vipers” – all those who came to be baptized by John
, not just the Pharisees and the Sadducees.


But notice that John didn’t condemn them for their actions or their unrepented sins, because he was not to be the one to condemn.  Perhaps those who were there did have a genuine intention to be baptized with a repentant heart.  We would never know.  Not all Pharisees and Sadducees were “snakes”.  


Nevertheless John did offer them a piece of advice.  Stop whatever you’re doing and start bearing good fruits for the Kingdom of God!  If your life has not been bearing fruits, it is never too late; and if you have not been bearing any “good” fruits, seek God for deliverance so that you may soon bear “good” fruits – fruits that are “worthy of repentance”….fruits that produce new life transcending for generations to come.  

Many of these Pharisees and Sadducees claimed that they were the chosen people of God because they had Abraham has their father.  They felt that they were the privileged and chosen ones.  We are no vipers!  Well, unfortunately to much of their disappointment, they ignore John’s warning and disputed the arrival of the true Messiah.  Like John, this Messiah also did not fit into the typical profile of a prophet, and needless to say a King.  

John’s message of repentance and change was a simple concept but a difficult one to accept.  When he said that we must bear “fruits worthy of repentance”, he meant that our beliefs must be followed up with our actions.  It is not enough just to say that we believe, we must live it up to what we say we believe!  The Pharisees and the Sadducees would have a hard time doing that.  As the Apostle Paul wrote to the church in Philippi, he reminded them that “at the name of Jesus every knee should bend, in heaven and on earth and under the earth, and every tongue should confess that Jesus Christ is Lord, to the glory of God the Father.
  

Every knee should bend and Every tongue should confess!  There were 2 action verbs in that proclaimation….to bend and to confess.  Our words must coincide with our actions.  Actually in some other translation, it was translated as to bow, as in an act of worship to God.  So one is physical and one is verbal.  When we bow, we extend our reverence to yield to that person in total submission.  We take on this humble attitude by allow the other person to take total control over us.  

John’s message of repentance was geared towards not just those Pharisees and Sadducees, but to ALL of humanity, including you and me.  We ALL are “brood of vipers”, who must come to the realization that we all fall short of God’s glory.  We acknowledge that God has offered us this gift of repentance in God’s grace through Christ.

This message of repentance and change must be initiated from our hearts, and not just from our lips.  No matter how many time we confess with our lips, it is still not enough if our hearts are still hardened as stones and are unwilling to allow God to work within us.  Even stones can be raised up as children of Abraham.  No longer are we saved by our lineage to Abraham but by the fruits that we bear and the lives that we live.

This call of repentance requires a total surrendering of ourselves to God.  It requires us to let go of our most prized and cherished possessions.  It requires us to make series of sacrifices, not necessarily what we want, but what God wants from us.  It requires us to soften our stubborn hearts, so that we may be opened up and be willing to be led by the Spirit.  It was then, and only then, when reconciliation can take place.  We are saved not only by the baptism of water, that’s physical and outwardly, but we are saved by the baptism of the Spirit and of fire, that is spiritual and from within.

This passage challenges every one of us here in a personal way to take on a huge step of commitment towards faith, rather than fears.  It hits us right in the guts and it wakes us up!  No one knows exactly what is beyond the curve down the track.  There might be debris on the tracks that may derail us, but that should not discourage us from slowing down and proceed with caution, while we stay awake and keep watch expecting Jesus.  We trust in confidence that the tracks that Christ has already laid out before us will guide us safely through our final destination.  


God wants us to take a leap of faith (with cautions) when going around the curve.  God knows our limitations of how fast we shall go and what we can or cannot achieve.  For the LORD does not see as mortals see; they [mortals] look on the outward appearance, but the LORD looks on the heart."


Let’s fast forward about 2,000 years, from the wilderness and the riverbanks of the Jordan to the wilderness of Soweto, South Africa, this week we’ve heard another voice crying out in the wilderness, as the world remember and celebrate the life of a prophet of our time – Nelson Mandela.  

When Mandela was born, his father named him “Rolihlahla”, which ironically means “Troublemaker”!  Although Mandela was trained to be a boxer in his early days, he was really a fighter - a fighter for freedom, democracy and justice against the social oppressive regime of Apartheid in South Africa!  

This prophet’s voice might had been silenced by his 27 years of imprisonment for standing up on behalf of his people and the world of social justice, but through his legacy and his leadership, his voice continues to resonate in the heartbeats of every South Africans (Blacks and Whites) and to the rest of humanity on this day and beyond. 

Much like John the Baptist, Mandela sought repentance and a change in the people’s stone-hardened hearts, especially those who were oppressors of basics of human rights and dignity.  He sought reconciliation, justice and equality in this world and in our society, by instilling hope and forgiveness amongst the people of all races and across all social spectrum.  He sought peace in a world and in a period of history when bloodshed, hatred and violence were an everyday occurrence.  He offered the human race courage in order to overcome fear and to seek light in the world of darkness.  In his very own word, he wrote “that courage was not the absence of fear, but the triumph over it. The brave man is not he who does not feel afraid, but he who conquers that fear.”

To many South Africans, Mandela might seem like their Messiah whom they had been longing for, to see their day of Freedom and Justice.  But if you were to ask him, he would probably say he’s only a messenger.  Mandela was more than a messenger but an inspirational leader and a prophet proclaiming a message of hope among the people.  He preferred to “lead from the back and let others believe they are in front.”  His vision of dismantling of racism and structure of social injustice in this world, lives on in the works that still lie ahead of us.

In closing, I would like to share with you this poem that inspired Mandela during this 27 years of imprisonment.  This poem was a short Victorian poem written by the English poet William Ernest Henley (1849–1903). It was published in 1875 in a book called Book of Verses.

The title "Invictus" (which means “Unconquered” in Latin) was added by editor Arthur Quiller-Couch when the poem was included in The Oxford Book of English Verse.

“Invictus” - William Ernest Henley (1875)
Out of the night that covers me,
Black as the pit from pole to pole,
I thank whatever gods may be
For my unconquerable soul.

In the fell clutch of circumstance
I have not winced nor cried aloud.
Under the bludgeonings of chance
My head is bloody, but unbowed.

Beyond this place of wrath and tears
Looms but the horror of the shade,
And yet the menace of the years
Finds and shall find me unafraid.

It matters not how strait the gate,
How charged with punishments the scroll,
I am the master of my fate:
I am the captain of my soul.


During this season of Advent, may we be inspired and challenged once again to be bold and take courage as we face the uncertainties of our future.  We expectedly wait for the Messiah’s coming through His peace in a troubling world.  We embrace the JOY that fills our hearts through our mission of sharing the Good News of Christ’s birth.  We share the fruits of our labors by radiating God’s LOVE through Christ in the midst of darkness.  


We shall, therefore, continue to bear fruits worthy of our living and our callings as sons and daughters of Abraham and as children of God.   


In the name of God the Father, God the Son, and God the Holy Spirit, Amen. 
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