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In the second term of the Obama presidency, when Andrew Cuomo was Governor 
of New York, when Bill de Blasio was mayor, and when Michael Curry was 
Presiding Bishop and Andrew Dietsche was Bishop of New York, there was an 
annual meeting at the Church of the Transfiguration, in New York City.  I am just 
kidding!  But that is how Luke introduces John the Baptist in a rather abrupt way 
in this morning’s gospel. “In the Fifteenth year of the reign of Emperor Tiberius, 
when Pilate was the governor of Judea and Herod was the ruler of Galilee” and so 
forth. Luke goes into great detail of the political and religious landscape. Luke has 
a bit of thing about all that. After all he has already done that in the so called 
Infancy narratives of John the Baptist and Jesus.  John’s birth is foretold in chapter 
1 beginning with the words: “In the days of King Herod of Judea” and Jesus’ birth 
in chapter 2 begins with the very familiar words: “In those days a decree went out 
from Emperor Augustus that all the world should be registered. This was the first 
registration and was taken while Quirinius was governor of Syria.” What is Luke 
about here with these specific locations of events in political time? Well first of all 
he wants us to know he is talking about real people in real places in real time.  This
is no “once upon a time” narrative but one rooted and grounded in historical 
events, places and people. Luke is quite clear that the Jesus event if you like was 
not part of some myth or legend but was the story of the living God’s intrusion into
human history in the birth, life, death and resurrection of Jesus of Nazareth. Here 
in these opening chapters Luke’s unfolding gospel is about the particularity or 
specificity of God’s saving action in Jesus of Nazareth. Secondly in addition to 
that, Luke wants us to know, that alongside the reality of political power, both 
power used for good and power abused for evil, that there was another power at 
work and that that power was the Word of God.  We as citizens of a democratic 
republic know about political power used for good.  We are beneficiaries of good 
government under the Constitution of the United States. That itself gives the basis 



for order, equity, and justice in our society. When I received my first Social 
Security check I said “thank you FDR”! In so many ways we benefit from good 
government.  It is so easy to take for granted the many ways we benefit from the 
actions of government both local and national. People may make political hay out 
of the call for small or smaller government. But in the end most of us are pleased 
to have our roads mended, our trash collected, and to receive the benefits of Social 
Security and Medicare. But we also know too well how political power can be 
abused. We have seen that to some alarm in Paris, Beirut and now sadly in San 
Bernadino in California on Thursday. Luke knew all about the use and abuse of 
power in his first century world. The Roman Emperors mentioned in the text may 
have maintained the Pax Romanum but some of them abused their power by 
persecuting minorities like the early Christian Church.

But Luke wants us to know about the power of God which he entitles the Word of 
God.  He tells us in today’s gospel that the word of God came to John son of 
Zechariah in the wilderness.  Now we have already heard about Zechariah this 
morning in the canticle in place of the psalm called “The Song of Zechariah”.  It is 
the song attributed to John’s Dad, Zechariah, sung after the birth of his son. It is 
often known by its latin name, the Benedictus. It was one of the canticles set for 
Morning Prayer in the Book of Common Prayer and is still one of the canticles 
provided in our current prayerbook. As a boy in the parish choir where we sang 
Mattins every Sunday except the third Sunday of the month when we had what we 
called “Choral Communion” I was very familiar with these words.  Those were 
different days. So the Benedictus, Zechariah’s song is dear to my heart. But I 
digress. Zechariah like Mary had received an angelic annunciation to inform him 
of the unexpected arrival of a child who was destined for great things allied to the 
Word of God. This child of Zechariah was to stand in the prophetic tradition of 
Elijah and the other great prophets who spoke the Word of God to their several 
generations. This word was often a word calling people to repentance or a word of 
judgment but always a word announcing God’s salvation, God’s saving plan for his
people and for the world.  So the word of God came to John son of Zechariah in 
the wilderness. There is a saying “that from the deserts the prophets came”.  When 
you reflect on the great prophets of the Hebrew Scriptures you often find them in 
the wilderness, on the edges of society, like Elijah and Amos and Hosea.  They 
were not city folk, part of the circles of political or religious power, but they were 



out in the countryside, independent voices, who spoke with clarity the word of 
God.  This word of God becomes for us in the Christian dispensation the very heart
of the Gospel of Jesus Christ: it is the word of God which we encounter through 
the life, the teachings and ministry and the death and resurrection of Jesus. It is the 
word of God’s love, of God’s truth, of God’s justice. It is the word embodied in the
Baptismal Covenant in our prayerbooks. It is the word of God which is at the very 
heart of all we do as church: our ministry and our mission.

John came preachjng God’s word in the great prophetic tradition. Then we are told:
“He went into all the region around Jordan proclaiming a baptism of repentance for
the forgiveness of sins as it is written in the book of the words of the prophet 
Isaiah, The voice of one crying in the wilderness: Prepare the way of the Lord, 
make his paths straight.” The church not only needs to be clear in its proclamation 
of the word of God but also to be realistic about sin.  We know about sin; we 
confront it every day be it in our own hearts, in the words and action of others, in 
events nationally and internationally. We don’t need to go on about it; but we need 
to be honest about sin and to name it for what it is and to deal with it spiritually 
and liturgically.  In a few moments we will say a general confession; the 
prayerbook provides for the personal confession of sin to a priest; confession is an 
important part of our personal prayer. We can be honest and open about our sins 
because we believe in a God who forgives our sin when we come to him in prayer. 
John the Baptist called people to a baptism of repentance for the forgiveness of sin.
That was and is the classic way of preparation to receive the word of God afresh in 
our hearts. Confession of Sin and Repentance go together: they are the essential 
preliminaries to receiving God’s gracious forgiveness.  On this Sunday we are 
reminded of John’s preaching of repentance for the forgiveness of sins as a great 
way of preparation for Christmas. 

John fearlessly proclaimed the word of God; he preached a baptism of repentance 
for the forgiveness of sins. But last but not least he announced the salvation of 
God: “that all flesh shall see the salvation of God.”  Sometimes we think of the 
prophets as rather dour folk who would be hard to have around for too long. They 
were always preaching doom and gloom.  For those of you who read Morning 
Prayer we have been listening to the rather challenging prophecies of Amos of late 
which are not always comforting or comfortable to hear.  But alongside those 
words of judgment; those words of naming the sins of the people, there is always 



the word of God’s salvation.  John the Baptist’s preaching contain words of 
preparation for what is about to come to pass, the arrival of the Messiah. 
Eventually when John encounters Jesus he is able to point to him and say: Behold 
the Lamb of God”.

John the Baptist is the second of the Advent figures who points us to Jesus. And in 
doing so he recalls us who are the church in this place to our task of proclaiming 
the Word of God; of calling people to repentance by way of preparation for the one
who is to come; and announcing God’s saving plan for all the world. Amen


