
Sermon	for	‘ALL	Age’	service,	Advent	3:	“What	we	should	do?”	Lk	3	v	10	
	
I	asked	myself	that	same	question,	asked	of	John	The	Baptist	by	the	crowds	he	had	drawn	to	
Jordan’s	banks,	according	to	today’s	gospel	(Lk	3	7-18).	Tradition,	Liturgy	and	Reason	had	
combined	to	present	me	with	a	huge	problem	in	continuing	our	Advent	preparations.	Firstly,	there	
was	a	clash	between	tradition	and	the	liturgical	cycle.	Today’s	focus	-	emphasised	by	the	
traditional	change	of	candle	colour	on	the	Advent	‘crown’	(better	than	‘wreath’?)	to	rose	pink-	is	
on	JOY.	However,	the	liturgical	cycle	had	appointed	a	Gospel	that	continued	the	story	John	The	
Baptist:	there	appears	to	be	little	joy	around	once	he	gets	going!		
	
Then	there	is	my	reasoning:	there	is	something	about	our	Advent	preparations	that	seems	all	
wrong	to	me.	Here	we	are	preparing	to	celebrate	Incarnation,	‘Emmanuel’,	God	with	us’.	
Yet	we	spend	most	of	our	time	either	looking	back,	with	a	touch	of	pantomime;	or	looking	to	the	
future.	For	me,	there’s	too	much	Never,	Never	land:	too	little	Ever,	Ever	land.	Its	an	‘In/Out-
carnation’.	With	help	from	Alan,	David	and	others,	we’ve	put	together	a	blend	of	songs,	words	and	
prayers	that	I	hope	may	stem,	if	not	reverse	the	traditional	tide.	
	
Let’s	begin	by	singing	a	carol,	written	by	a	latter	day	John	The	Baptist,	Sydney	Carter:	it	pokes	and	
prods	at	our	complacency	as	we	prepare	to	celebrate	with	joy	on	Christmas	Day:	“Standing	in	the	
rain,	knocking	on	the	window”	(see	words	below-	its	in	‘100	Hymns	for	Today’).	Sydney	uses	more	
moderate	language	than	John	but	the	words	still	stop	us	in	our	tracks.	What	a	nerve!	Implying	that	
we	are	sleep-walking	our	familiar,	prejudiced	way	to	another	Christmas	Day!	
	
In	our	Gospel,	the	original	Baptist	changes	tack	from	errors	of	the	past-of	‘sin’	and	need	for	
‘repentance’-covered	last	week	by	Nick-	to	prospects	for	the	immediate	future.	Having	recovered	
from	John’s	sharp	criticisms,	the	assembled	crowd	ask	him-	‘What	should	we	do?	The	question	is	a	
timeless	one;	after	hearing	my	opening	critique	of	our	Advent	conventions,	you	might	reasonably	
ask	the	same	questions	of	me	this	morning!	‘What	should	we	do?	Where’s	the	JOY?		
	
Alan	wrote	a	song	called	‘The	Traveller’	about	John	The	Baptist	for	his	creation	‘The	Man’.	It	has	a	
chorus	that	you	can	be	sung	by	us,	representing	the	crowd,	between	solo	verses	(words	also	given	
below).	Singing	as	the	crowd	brings	home	the	point	that	The	Baptist	has	advice	that	we	would	all	
do	well	to	heed	today.					
	
Every	generation	has	its	John	The	Baptist	who,	by	example,	prepares	the	way	for	the	Lord	to	work	
his	salvation.	For	our	virgin	team	ministry	in	the	80’s,	it	was	our	mentor,	Roland	Walls,	from	the	
Fraternity	at	Roslin.	He	cut	a	figure	much	like	John	The	Baptist,	with	his	threadbare	jumpers	and	
holEy	socks.	He	lectured	divinity	students	at	New	College	on	the	New	Testament	and	for	this,	he	
was	well	paid	but	he	gave	most	of	his	income	to	the	poor,	retaining	only	a	poverty	level	wage.	He	
allowed	himself	one	luxury-	a	pipe	and	regular	supply	of	tobacco.	The	fraternity’s	Advent	
observance	was	marked	by	disciplined	self-denial.	Unlike	us-	who	have	to	take	a	break	to	be	joyful	
on	Advent	3,	Roland	and	his	brothers	and	sisters	would	give	up	all	pleasures	and	joviality	until	
midnight	on	Christmas	Eve.	Carol	singing	and	mince	pies	were	verboten	until	then:	Roland	even	
denied	himself	a	smoke	of	his	beloved	pipe!	Yet	Roland	remained	the	most	irrepressibly,	joy-filled	
person	I	had	ever	met!	How	can	this	happen?		



If	you	are	anything	like	me,	when	you	look	back	for	the	most	joy-filled,	exhilarating	moments	in	
your	life,	you	will	find	they	came	when	you	gave	to	others,	without	thought	for	yourself,	
or	others	gave	unstintingly	to	you.	In	answering	the	crowds	question,	John	said	plainly	and	simply	
that	whatever	their	walk	in	life,	they	should	give	generously	to,	not	take	from	others	(v11-14).	
This	became	Jesus’	mantra	(Mt	22	v39)	and	Paul’s	(Rom	13	v10)		and	is	the	source	of	joy.	That	joy	
is	not	shackled	in	past-	‘a	once-upon-a	time’	moments:	nor	was	it	always	a	remote	possibility-	only	
to	be	found	in	Never-Never	land.	Joy	was	a	current,	immediate	reality	because	giving	without	
reservation	brings	great	JOY	to	giver	and	receiver:	fullness	of	life.	
	
But	how	is	it	accessed?	John	warns	the	gathered	crowd	that	they	should	not	just	rely	on	
their	Abrahamic	heritage:	again,	his	words	sound	the	same	message	to	us	all	today	as	we	prepare	
to	binge	on	religious	heritage	and	tradition.	We	will	spend	so	much	time	and	effort	looking	back,	
via	nativity	plays,	inside	or	outside	church,	and	via	the	carols	we	sing	that	we	risk	losing	sight	
altogether	of	the	joy	to	be	experienced	NOW	in	the	Incarnation	we	celebrate.	
	
	‘Hark,	a	thrilling	voice	is	calling’	we	sing	in	the	Advent	hymn.	By	listening	to	today’s	thrilling	
voices,	we	can	experience	that	same	joy,	allowing		fresh	words	to	change	our	ways	and	ideas.	
Voices	like	that	of	Cynthia Bourgeault (2001), Episcopal priest and wisdom teacher, who wrote this in 
her book ‘Mystical hope: trusting in the mercy of God’ 
‘--- the source (of our hope) dwells deep within us and flows to us with an unstinting abundance, so 
much so that in fact it might be more accurate to say we dwell within it. ---- when we touch this 
innermost ground [within our own selves] it floods forth into our being as strength and joy. Hope is 
divine love itself—coursing through our being like lightning finding a clear path to the ground. . . . 
 
Todays secular voices- like that of Prof Brian Cox, explaining the origins of our Universe, have a 
familiar ring. Here’s what the psalmist had to say about that in Psalm 103:11 about our origins and status 
(paraphrased by Cynthia for our times): 
  ‘For as the heavens reach beyond earth and time, we swim in mercy as in an endless sea’. 
 
John The Baptist and others with thrilling voices come knocking at our windows yet again this 
Advent like a Secret Santa. The wrappings may seem unattractive and superfluous to our needs 
but when removed they reveal pure joy. 
  
Lets not disappoint or be disappointed. 

Neville 

Standing in the Rain - Sydney Carter  

Standing in the rain, knocking on the window. Knocking on the window on a Christmas Day There he is again, 
knocking on the window. Knocking on the window in the same old way  

No use knocking on the window. There is nothing we can do, sir. All the beds are booked already. There is nothing left for 
you, sir  

No use knocking on the window. Some are lucky, some are not, sir We are Christian men and women but we're keeping what 
we've got, sir  

No we haven't got a manger. No we haven't got a stable. We are Christian men and women … always willing, never able  

Christ the Lord has gone to heaven. One day he'll be coming back, sir In this house he will be welcome, but we hope he won't 
be black, sir  



Wishing you a merry Christmas. We will now go back to bed, sir. Till you woke us with your knocking, we were sleeping 
like the dead, sir! 

 
The Traveller 

He lived on wild honey, he wandered the land - a weaver of words, and a teller of tales. With skin like old leather, as brown 
as the sand that his work-weary feet had to tread  

What are you looking at, traveller man? Why are you looking at me? Do your dark hooded eyes see through my disguise? 
When you look, tell me, what do you see?  

His black beard was ragged, his clothes none too clean. But his mind overflowed with the changes to come. The message was 
hard, and the meaning was plain, and it ruffled authority’s pride.  

He told them that riches were theirs to be shared. He ordered the masters to hand them around. He named them for snakes, 
and the insults he dared bred a hatred that none could dispel  

His words gave a warning - they’d soon see the day when they’d find a new leader to order their lives. It was time to be 
ready, preparing the way for the man with the power to change.  

But the Man looked like only a traveller can. He was dusty and ragged, with a working man’s hands. He swam in the river 
with the traveller man and they watched as a dove took the air.  

 
	


