
(The Message) Luke Powery, Dean of Duke 
University’s chapel, says that “John is 
tired of all the [faith] talk without the 
justice walk.” (www.asermonforeverysunday.

com) You see, John the Baptist already 
understood that baptism is tied to 
action, to living differently so that the 
refugee, the poor, widowed, orphaned 
and bullied are cared for. Baptism 
doesn’t just get you wet, it plunges you 
into a new way of living and being and 
acting. (Shannon J. Jershner, 12-13-15, “Walking the 

Talk,” Fourth Presbyterian Church, Chicago)

So part of the good news is that John 
knows what this baptism ethic of living 
looks like. So when the multitudes ask:

 + ”What shall we do?” John talks 
about sharing tough love by 

giving what we have to those 
who have less. Share our coats 
if we have two; share our food if 
our pantry is full; don’t be selfish; 
don’t take more than we need; let 
your baptism affect what you do 
with what you have.

 + ”What shall we do?” the tax 
collectors ask and John talks 
about sharing love by NOT being 
greedy. Instead, make ethical 
decisions that reflect your identity 
as being a baptized believer.

 + ”What shall we do?” the 

soldiers want to know and John 
encourages honest living without 
cheating or extortion. He does 
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I don’t know about you, but John’s 
prediction about God using a winnowing 
fork to clear the threshing floor in order 
to burn the chaff with unquenchable 
fire, doesn’t sound like good news to 
me. In the next verses that follow, 
John’s good news is “so good” that it 
gets him imprisoned, which leads to 
his beheading. Luke, however, is clear 
that John is preaching good news to 
the people. So look very closely, John’s 
good news is for the people, it is not 
meant to be good news to the powerful 
presidents like Herod or reigning cabinet 
members like Tiberius Caesar, Pontius 
Pilate and Philip. It is NOT good news 
to the religious authorities either: Annas 
or Caiaphas…all names we recognize 
from Jesus’ last days are also here 
at the very beginning, and 
John the Baptist is stepping 
on their toes with a baptism 
of repentance from sin from 
which they believe they are 
exempt by virtue of their self-
importance. Take note: John 
is preaching in the chaotic 
wilderness while they are safe 
in palaces and temples where control of 
the multitudes is the priority.

Only the multitudes keep coming out to 
the wilderness to hear John. Specifically 
mentioned are tax collectors and 
soldiers and those who believe that 
their ancestry traces back to Abraham 
giving them automatic salvation. 
Interestingly, every group asks John the 
same question: “What shall we do?” In 
other words, if we are baptized, how 
does baptism affect what we do? How 
are we to live?

John’s answers are so powerful that 
Eugene Peterson translates John’s words 
as sounding like “thunder in the desert.” 
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Dear Friends,
Thank you for wanting 

to read and study these 
thoughts more 

carefully. Please know that 
I do not take full credit 

for anything that may be 
contained within, because 
I may have read or heard 
something at some point 

during my pilgrimage 
and do not remember its 
source and thus, cannot 
give the rightful author 

his/her credit. I pray that 
you will find inspiration 

and encouragement.

Sarah Shelton
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Baptism doesn’t just get you 
wet, it plunges you into a new 

way of living and being and 
acting.



not want soldiers to wield their power over 
others who are in lesser positions; or for them 
to step on the vulnerable in order to get a leg 
up. No, let baptism affect the way we use our 
power and our voice.

 + ”What shall we do?” we might 
ask and John, I believe, would 
encourage us to watch our words. Do not speak 
disparagingly of others. Instead, speak with 
kindness and as advocates for those in need 
of justice reform; for those who are starved for 
encouragement and the need of genuine care; 
for those who need reminders of presence so 
they don’t feel alone; for those who need to be 
confronted with good news.

 + I know I am asking “What shall we do?” in regards 
to the recent bombing at Lawson State and the 
Galleria shooting. As a baptized believer, I have 
a responsibility – no, a privilege – to respond 
to our Birmingham community with alternative 
ways to live together that speak of peace and 
hope; that silence violence with redemption; 
and that open communication rather than shut 
it down in fear. 

Father Gregory Boyle was a proclaimer of good news 
to gang members in Los Angeles. He writes: (Beyond 
Revenge: The Evolution of the Forgiveness Instinct, p. 90)

In my earliest years when gang violence had 
me burying more young people than old folks, I 
would often isolate the kid who had just viewed 
his dead homeboy in the casket. Maybe he’s off 
by himself, crying and avoiding his buddies. 
I figure perhaps I can speak a word to jostle 
him from his entrenched vow to seek revenge. 
Perhaps this is the vulnerable moment, a window 
cracked open to me. I would almost always say 
something like, “I never want to see you lying 
in a coffin at sixteen…” When I first did this, 
I always expected a response of: “Yeah – that 
makes two of us. I don’t want to die.” What was 
initially startling grew predictable as I buried 
more kids. For this vulnerable one would always 
say the same thing, with little variation; “Why 
not? You gotta die sometime.”

This hopeless language conveys the feelings of 
the despondent. In the absence of hope and in the 
presence of so much fear, we continue to witness 
events that speak to retaliation as the only answer. 
John, however, even though he speaks of God’s 
judgment, also provides concrete answers to the 

question: “What shall we do?” If we are able to trust 
rather than fear, and if we will wait rather than flee, 
God’s promise of a coming Messiah is fulfilled. Every 
time we choose not to seek revenge; every time we 

share with someone who has less; 
every time those in power choose 
not to take advantage of their 
authority; every time self-interest 

does not govern our actions, God’s promise is being 
fulfilled. Waiting with John for the one who will come, 
we have so much to do and so much reason to hope. 
(Joyce Shin, 12-16-12, Fourth Presbyterian Church, Chicago) Hearing 
John’s challenging words to allow baptism to affect 
our actions, fills us with good news.

During Advent, we often hear Jesus referred to as 
“Emmanuel.” It means “God with us.” Lauren Winner 
says that she is always reminded of this when 
she envisions what it might have been like in the 
wilderness at the river Jordan on the day that Jesus 
joined the queue of all the unwashed people who 
have come for John’s baptism. (Still, pp 35-36) In the line 
stands Jesus, one who is without sin, standing with 

“Sam, the notorious adulterer; Jack, who’s known for 
swindling old ladies out of their last bits of income; 
Lila, who’s rumored to have committed infanticide; 
and also Mina, who’s just not very nice; and Michael, 
the prideful prig; and Gary, who made a fortune using 
shady business tactics. One by one, each of these 
sinners appears at the head of John’s line but only 
when Jesus appears, does John say, ‘I need to be 
baptized by you.’” 

Jesus standing in that queue line just might speak to 
us of who he is as “God with us,” for Jesus is the one 
who stands with humanity in this line that is all about 
our sinning, our shame, our failure and our regret. You 
see, I am standing in that line too as one of the fallen 
ones. I’d rather not be there associating with all those 
others and being openly honest about my sin, but I 
am, and when I recognize that Jesus is standing right 
alongside of me, it is a huge relief because God’s 
presence with us is the best good news we might 

”What shall we do?”
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Jesus is the one who stands 
with humanity in this line that 

is all about our sinning, our 
shame, our failure and our 

regret.



hope to receive. 

Today, we welcome Brianna Elizabeth Nix into the 
waters of baptism to renew her decision to be a 
follower of Jesus. Realizing that many of you may 
also want to renew your commitment to Jesus’ good 
news, the waters will be passed to a station that you 
may visit before or after receiving communion later in 
this service.

It is sometimes hard for us to imagine the mothers of 
scripture’s prophets. Who so indulged Jonah that he 
believed his plans to flee Ninevah were a better idea 
than what God proposed? Who instilled such a big 
heart in Hosea that his love for Gomer was endless? 
Who allowed John to sport the skins of wild beasts 
and eat only locust and honey? John the Baptist’s 
mother was Elizabeth. This same woman was an 
aunt to Jesus. Elizabeth and Mary were pregnant at 
the same time, each celebrating the wonder of their 
pregnancies. Elizabeth’s faith was so strong that 
she called out the blessedness of Mary AND she 
never questioned her husband, Zechariah’s, vision in 
the temple. In fact, she believed God’s action to be 
redemptive for her, and so she stayed true to God’s 
great mercy by insisting that her son be named John 
and not after her husband. Because you share her 
name, I wonder about the expectations you bring with 
you into these waters. What possibility is growing 
within you as a fulfillment of God’s great plans? 
Believing that God has great things in store for your 
life, and that God will faithfully bring these things 
about in God’s good timetable, our prayer is that your 
faith will be remarkable in its patience, marking you 
as a baptized believer who speaks a pure refining 
message of justice, mercy, hope and love.

In obedience to the commands of our Lord and Savior, 
I baptize you, Brianna Elizabeth Nix in the name of 
the Father, and the Son and the Holy Ghost. Amen.
The waters of baptism for those who ask: “What shall 
we do?”
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