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“John Speaks: A Voice from the Wilderness” 
Advent II 

Sermon Text: Luke 3:1-6 
5 December 2021—SUMC, Salado, Texas, 76571 

 
 
 There is an interesting story the late George Burns told about his youth and his religious 

inclinations. He recounts: “When I was 7 years old, I was singing with three other Jewish kids from the 

neighborhood. We called ourselves the “Pee Wee Quartet.” A local department store held a talent 

contest representing all the local churches. When the Presbyterians had no one to enter, the minister 

asked the four of us to represent them. There we were, four Jewish boys, sponsored by a Presbyterian 

church and our opening song was “When Irish Eyes Are Smiling.” We followed that with “Mother 

Machree” and won first prize. 

The church got a purple velvet altar cloth and each of us kids got an Ingersoll watch worth about 85 

cents. I was so excited I ran all the way home to tell my mother. She was on the roof hanging out wash. I 

hollered out, “Mama, I don’t want to be a Jew anymore.” 

She calmly said, “Do you mind my asking why?” 

“Well,” I said, “I’ve been a Jew for seven years and never got anything. I was a Presbyterian for 15 

minutes today and I already got a watch.” 

My mother answered, “First help me hang up the wash. Then you can be a Presbyterian.” George 

Burns also said that the secret to his longevity was this:  

“Fall in love with what you do for a living” (CBS Sunday Morning News, 3/10/96) 

 Even the legendary comedian George Burns benefitted from interfaith contacts, crossing a 

formidable religious barrier—Jew to Presbyterian. As you may remember, George Burns died at 100 

years old on March 8, 1996.  
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 A very good thing we can say about Christmas is that it often crosses the lines of both religion and 

secularity, drawing people a little closer. Hear our lesson for the day, the proclamation of John the 

Baptist: 

3 In the fifteenth year of the reign of Emperor Tiberius, when Pontius Pilate was governor of 

Judea, and Herod was ruler of Galilee, and his brother Philip ruler of the region of Ituraea and 

Trachonitis, and Lysanias ruler of Abilene, 2 during the high priesthood of Annas and Caiaphas, 

the word of God came to John, son of Zechariah in the wilderness. 3 He went into all the region 

around the Jordan, proclaiming a baptism of repentance for the forgiveness of sins, 4 as it is 

written in the book of the words of the prophet Isaiah, 

 

“The voice of one crying out in the wilderness: 

‘Prepare the way of the Lord, 

    make his paths straight. 

5 Every valley shall be filled, 

    and every mountain and hill shall be made low, 

and the crooked shall be made straight, 

    and the rough ways made smooth; 

6 and all flesh shall see the salvation of God’ ” (Luke 3:1-6). 

 

 Annually Advent II spotlights John the Baptizer’s role in the nativity story. We note that the voice of 

Jesus’ cousin is “crying out in the wilderness.” The voice tells us to “Prepare the way of the Lord.” The 

wilderness is crucial to sense how one prepares for the coming of the Lord, which, after all, is what 

Advent is all about anyway. Not only this, but the wilderness seems like an unlikely place for an unlikely 

voice to cry out to or for anything anyway! Originally, “the wilderness” or “desert” meant “a place of 
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herding.” The wilderness has largely negative associations in the Bible—especially in the Hebrew Bible. 

The wilderness is a place of hunger, thirst, depravation, a place where deadly beasts—like the hyenas in 

“The Lion King” for example, might haunt human beings. The wilderness is where nomadic pirates and 

Israel’s enemies dwelt: the Arabs, the Midianites, and the Amalekites. 

 Yet, the wilderness is also a scene for spiritual renewal. Hagar, Moses, and Elijah, for example, each 

flee to the desert and meet Yahweh/God there. Jesus, too, will as an adult have an intense spiritual 

experience as the “devil” tempts our Messiah in the desert/wilderness (see: Matthew 4:1 ff., Mark 1:12 

ff., and Luke 4:1 ff.). 

 John’s prophetic duty was to prepare the people for the coming of the Lord. John’s analogy from 

Isaiah’s prophecy relates readiness to getting a highway prepared for a king. When a monarch in Jesus’ 

time toured his domain and approached various cities and towns along the route, there would be an 

advanced message. That message was most simply: “The king is coming and you need to make things 

ready. We desire a road for our king which suits his nobility and provides comfort for our sovereign.” 

 In addition, in the time of Jesus, with the approach of a monarch, we often hear a signal from a 

herald broadcasting a sovereign’s pending arrival. Consequently, the populous could prepare for his 

majesty. Along with the messenger, servants would progress ahead of the royal convoy, removing 

obstacles in the road. Thus, the herald or messenger’s duty was a double one: 1) to proclaim the king’s 

coming and, 2) to prepare the way for his arrival. Those two components defined the honored ministry 

of John the Baptist. He proclaimed Christ’s coming. Remember: It all started in the wilderness. 

 So . . . if for some reason this holiday season you keep thinking to yourself, “It sure doesn’t seem 

like Christmas,” do not worry. You may be in the wilderness. The great gift of Advent and Christmas is 

the gift of Christ which is none other than the word of God made flesh. And remember these words to 

encourage you when you are feeling un-Christmassy: “the word of God came to John son of Zechariah in 
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the wilderness.” Here is clearly an unexpectant voice from an unexpectant place. Remember: It all 

started in the wilderness. Amen.   

David N. Mosser, SUMC, Salado, TX 76571 

 


