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Sermon Notes  St Mark's Anglican Church 
South Hurstville 

3rd Sunday in Advent 
17 December 2006 

Preacher 
The Reverend Chris Albany 

Rector 
Readings:  Zephaniah 3.14-20;  A Song of Isaiah;  Philippians 4.4-7;  Luke 3.7-18 
 

What should we do? 
 
Do you hear the question in that Gospel passage?  "What should we do? In response to God’s 
coming amongst us in order to produce good fruit?  To know the joy that is the common thread 
through all our readings – the joy that comes from experiencing the salvation of God – the leveling 
of the hills and valleys the making smooth of  the rough places. Without much evidence, the 
readings announce, Everything is going to be better:  your God is in your midst, and will renew you 
in love; God will save the lame and gather the outcast, and change their shame into praise and fame 
and bring them home.  Zephaniah speaks to us today: "I will remove tyranny, terror and disaster 
from you, ….I will bring you home when I gather you, I will make you renowned and praised 
among all the people of the earth,…”    Each year, during the season of Advent, the church sets off 
on a journey. We begin to prepare our hearts and our minds for the coming of the Christ-child, so 
that this time he will have a proper place to be born. And we think we know the way to Bethlehem. 
We can find it on the map. It’s not that far from Jerusalem, by today’s standards; shouldn’t be a 
problem. 
 
But the problem is that so much has changed since our last visit. A whole year has passed, a year 
that brought many changes in our lives, some of them good, some of them not so good, some of 
them heartbreaking. The geographic map of life has changed, and even old familiar places don’t 
seem the same any more. So maybe we could use a little help in finding our way back to Bethlehem 
this year.  That is, if you still want to go. If we were to ask any of the writers of the gospels how to 
get to Bethlehem, I think we might be surprised by their answer. "So you want to go to Bethlehem, 
do you?  Tell you what to do: go on out to the desert, outside of the relatively safe confines of 
Jerusalem. Keep going till you get to the Jordan River. You’ll know it when you see it. It’s the only 
river around these parts. You’ll find a man there – a bit of a wild man – standing knee-deep in the 
water, just baptizing folks left and right, as fast as he can. That’ll be John the Baptist. You ask him 
how to get to Bethlehem. If you want to get to Bethlehem, you have to start there at the Jordan with 
John. He’s the only one who can help you get there." John will teach you a new way to look at your 
life.  He’ll tell you what you have to do just as he told the multitudes – the person who has 2 coats 
should share them with whoever has none and whoever has food should do the same. And the tax-
collector – only collect what is due; and the soldier – don’t extort others and don’t accuse others 
falsely and be content with your pay. They were to change a system where a few have much and 
others have very little.   He challenged abuses by tax collectors and soldiers and religious leaders. 
He also upgraded jobs to the level of human responsibility.  The implication is do this and you will 
find joy, satisfaction, fulfillment!  On Monday night we reflected on what John might say to each of 
us if we were to ask him that question : and what should we (I) do? 
 
Share with you a story that might help you to come up with your own answer – and find joy. 
Alice's twin boys were exact opposites. Bill was an eternal optimist. No matter how dark the cloud, 
he always found a silver lining. Bob was a hopeless pessimist...always finding the negative no 
matter how good the situation. Alice asked a psychiatrist what to do about Christmas. The doctor 
told her to buy all the toys she could for Bob, the pessimist; and to get nothing for Bill. In fact, he 
told her to wrap up some manure for Bill. 
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Christmas morning, Dave and Alice came downstairs and found the twins by the tree. She asked 
Bob what Santa had brought him. "A bow and arrow but I'll probably hit someone in the eye and 
blind him. And a bicycle, but I'll probably get run over and be killed while riding it. And a 
computer, but I'll probably get carpal tunnel syndrome from too much typing. And an electric train, 
but I'll probably electrocute myself," said Bob. Realizing it wasn't going well, Alice asked Bill what 
he got. "I'm not sure!" he replied excitedly. "I think I got a pony, but I haven't been able to find him 
yet."  
 
Too many times I suspect we play the part of Bob, looking at the underbelly of humanity; when we 
should see the possibilities that life spills our way as Bill does. So back to the question: What are 
we to do to attain the joy that Jesus coming is all about? This question was repeated several times in 
this Gospel, first by the people, then the tax collectors, and finally by the soldiers, and now it is 
directed at us. Tax collectors, guilty of accumulation, are warned of the abuses caused by greed. 
Soldiers, guilty of domination, are told to stop bullying, robbing and persecuting. These are the 
things that oppressive, imperialistic, military governments are prone to do.  No one was told to give 
up their profession.  When the crowd asked John: "what shall we do?" his responses were designed 
to provoke them into practical decisions.  They are to begin from where they are. Share from what 
you have, now. Practice justice at work, build fairness and mercy into your dealings today.  Begin 
with the road in front of you, and allow God to transform the real life you live right now.  
 
If you look closely at John’s answer not once did he advise them to dwell on the past. He said, here 
you are, here and now, asking for baptism, renewal, so John answers them not in the past- he points 
them in the future. He does the same for us of us during Advent, in this season of journey and 
renewal. He is saying to all of us sitting in this church, "you all have a past, mild, benign, 
comfortable, indifferent, horrendous, or sinful." But John would add, "you are here, aren’t you?" 
"You’re sitting here to worship God and hear the Good News, and break bread together as a 
community of faith, so whatever has been in the past a hurt, a death, divorce, you name it it’s the 
past." Advent is all about the future and expectation, if change is to happen in your life, you have to 
believe and pray that it will, my words may nudge you forward in that direction, but they alone will 
not bring you home. Let this Advent season bring you into the bright light of Christmas. And when 
you step in the manure that is sometimes life, look around for the pony.  


