“Joy of Homecoming” — Dec. 15, 2024
3" Sunday of Advent
Luke 3:7-18

7 John said to the crowds coming out to be baptized by him, “You brood of vipers! Who warned
you to flee from the coming wrath? 8 Therefore, bear fruits worthy of repentance, and 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. 9 Even now the ax is lying at the root of the trees;
therefore every tree that does not bear good fruit will be cut down and thrown into the fire.” 10
And the crowds asked him, “What, then, should we do?” 11 In reply he said to them, “Whoever
has two coats must share with anyone who has none, and whoever has food must do likewise.”
12 Even tax collectors came to be baptized, and they asked him, “Teacher, what should we do?”
13 He said to them, “Collect no more than the amount prescribed for you.” 14 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.” 15 As the people were filled
with expectation and all were questioning in their hearts concerning John, whether he might be
the Messiah, 16 John answered all of them by saying, “I baptize you with water, but one who is
more powerful than | is coming; | am not worthy to untie the strap of his sandals. He will baptize
you with the Holy Spirit and fire. 17 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.” 18 So with many other exhortations he proclaimed the good news to the people. (NRSVUE)

Mirrors often remind us that we matter just as we are. On the other hand, we
sometimes need to stop judging ourselves in front of them, whether they are
physical or psychological mirrors. In this Advent season, | hope mirrors can serve
as reminders that we are God’s beloved.

A person sat in a room all month without opening the windows and curtains. After
a month, he opened the curtains and saw the room was full of dust. Instead of
ventilating, he closed the curtains again to avoid seeing the dust and his reflection
in the mirror. This is sometimes where we are on our faith journey, staying in a
dusty, dark room with the window shut. Advent season is an opportunity to open
the curtains and windows, inviting the true light to come in.

Today’s reading is about John’s invitation to see ourselves as we stand in front of
spiritual mirrors. Mirrors play a vital role in our faith journey. For example, the
Bible itself becomes our mirror. God’s creation becomes our mirror. The life of
Jesus becomes our mirror. You and | can also become mirrors, reflecting the image
of Jesus in the world.



John the Baptist urged people to look into the mirrors, repent, and come back home.
It’s about making U-turns and returning to God. “You brood of vipers!” Not
comfortable wording, but it was a compelling and robust wake-up call. Like snakes
scurrying before a spreading fire, John’s listeners were depicted as running to
escape God’s judgment. John warned them not to think about running away, and
told them how to live a good life in God’s sight.?

John also asked those who claimed, “We have Abraham as our ancestor,” to wake
up from an “illusion of innocence” and the “temptation to self-justification.”? John
would say the same to us if we claim, “We are Christians!” True repentance leads
to a life-changing relationship with God, enabling anyone to escape the doom of
fruitless trees. It’s not about simply being Jewish or Christian.

John’s message was clear: “Every tree that does not bear good fruit is cut down
and thrown into the fire. What counts is your life. Bear fruits worthy of
repentance!”

The crowd asked him, “Then what should we do?”

John replied, “Whoever has two coats must share with anyone who has none, and
whoever has food must do likewise.” If John had seen you supporting those in need
through Angel Trees, the Blessing Box, and practicing many other ministries for
social holiness, he would have encouraged you, Swift church members, donors,
and community volunteers, that you were doing very well.

Tax collectors also came to be baptized and said, “Teacher, what should we do?”
John said to them, “Collect no more than the amount prescribed for you.”

Soldiers asked him, “What should we do?”” John told them, “Do not exhort money
from anyone by threats or false accusation and be satisfied with your wages.”

Listening to John the Baptist, people must have remembered the words of God
delivered by Prophet Amos or Prophet Micah. | will paraphrase and make them
shorter: “I hate your gatherings, your burnt offerings, and grain offerings. I will not
accept them. I will not listen to your music and songs. Do you know what | want? |
want justice. Let justice roll down like waters and righteousness like an ever-
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flowing stream.” (Amos 5:21-24) “God has made it plain how to live, what to do:
Do justice, love kindness, and walk humbly with your God.” (Micah 6:8)

Many Christians are not aware that Jesus said the same thing to the Pharisees:
“Woe to you Pharisees!” — (We sometimes need to place our names here) — “For
you tithe mint and rue and herbs of all kinds, and neglect justice and the love of
God; it is these you ought to have practiced, without neglecting the others.” (Luke
11:42)

People were amazed by John’s prophetic preaching and teaching and began to
wonder, “Could this John be the Messiah?”’ John answered them, “The main
character in this drama is coming. | am not worthy to untie the strap of his sandals.
He will baptize you with the Holy Spirit and fire, changing you from the inside
out.” The Holy Spirit and fire mean the powerful presence of God and purifying
work of the Spirit, but also judgment.®

John proclaimed the Good News, the dawning of God’s transforming work through
the coming of the Messiah, Jesus Christ. As Fred Craddock said, “When
repentance and forgiveness is available, judgment is good news.”# John invites us
not to avoid God’s judgment, but to prepare for it. Not to run away, but to make a
U-turn. The Good News is that God loves us and saves us not because we are
perfect; we are forgiven for our imperfections, loved and embraced despite them.
John still shouts to our ears and hearts: “Come back home! Let us joyfully
celebrate homecoming! If you repent and live in God's will, you have nothing to
worry about.”

The Third Sunday of Advent is called ‘Joy’ Sunday. Historically, Advent was a
penitential season, but ‘Joy’ Sunday reminds us of the joy of repentance, because
repentance leads us to turn back to God, in whom alone there is true joy. That's
why we lit the candle of joy this morning. The Kin-dom joy, with God's forgiving,
loving, and embracing presence.

3 Sometimes a word in the Bible has multiple meanings. The Spirit (ntveipa pnelima) can also be translated as
breath or wind. The Gospel of Luke skillfully connect the “wind and fire” to the following message: Eventually, the
chaff would be blown away by wind and burned by fire on the day of judgment, leaving the grain clean. See Ibid.
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Joy doesn’t mean the absence of sorrow or challenges. Even when we face
difficulties, we can still be joyful because God is with us, God loves us, and God’s
ever-presence becomes the source of joy, trust, and confidence.

As Henri Nouwen said, joy comes from the knowledge that we are
“unconditionally loved [by God] and that nothing—sickness, failure, emotional
distress, oppression, war, or even death—can take that love away.” Nouwen
reminds us that this joy does not automatically happen to us. Instead, “we have to
choose joy and keep choosing it every day.”®

Can we, shall we choose joy? With the gift of joy, let us see ourselves anew in
God’s eyes. Let us stand in front of spiritual mirrors and be reminded that we
matter to God, just as we are. Let us be reminded that we are God’s beloved. Let us
be reminded that our life is precious and meaningful because God always sees us
with a loving, caring, and empathetic heart. As we wait for the second coming of
Jesus Christ and the Reign of God, hope grows in us, love grows in us, compassion
grows in us, because God already works in us to bear fruits of love, justice, and
compassion.

As we continue our Advent journey, | invite you to practice some breath prayer.
When you breathe in, send compassion to yourself. When you breathe out, send
compassion to someone you love, someone you care about, someone in your
prayers. Repeat this several times in God’s loving presence. This is a simple but
vital step to experience and celebrate the joy of homecoming. A step to see the
blossom of joy in our hearts and in the community of the beloved.

May God help us choose joy and dwell in the transformed life of love and justice
God favors. Amen!

> Henri Nouwen, Here and Now.



