
 1

A Sermon by Robert W. Prim 

Second Sunday of Advent; December 8th, 2013 

 Matthew 3:1-12 

“Expired Tags for New Highways” 

~~~~~~~~ 

This sermon might have been a different one if John had not 

started ragging on the Pharisees and Sadducees – the guys in the 

robes.  For obvious reasons, I stand next to those religious 

leaders and feel both sympathy for them as fellow church 

professionals on the edge of something new and I, with those 

Sadducees and Pharisees, feel the sting of John’s berating.  

There he is all sacrificial and sinewy eating bugs, and here I and 

the others are well fed and chunky.  His message is so alive it 

calls into question everything we robed ones have to say.  

 

Yet, the Sadducees and Pharisees came to the river – why?  We 

don’t know.  Did they really come to be baptized by John?  Or, 

were they there to spectate?  To collect information on John?  

To make jokes?  We don’t know why they were there, but they 

came and John singles them out for a real tongue lashing. You 

can almost see the spit fly as John shouts –  “You brood of 

vipers!  Who warned you to flee from the wrath to come?  

Bear fruit worthy of repentance.”  I feel a little sorry for those 

guys.  Maybe some of them were there out of genuine interest?  

Maybe some of them were seekers after the truth like all the 

rest?  Maybe some were simply curious and had hoped to come 

and not be noticed?  But John with his eagle eye  pulls their 

file and writes them a ticket for peddling bad fruit and dead 

wood. 

~~~~~~~~ 



 2

Once years ago in Montgomery I was at a traffic light stopped 

waiting for the green.  Behind me pulls up a motorcycle cop.  I 

don’t know about you, but there is something Pavlovian about 

police officers pulling up next to me or behind me.  I was just 

sitting there at a dead stop, and I began to worry that I had done 

something wrong.  I actually said to myself, “Bob, you are 

stopped at a red light.  You have done nothing wrong.  Do not 

worry.”  Well, the light turned green and I started to pull away 

and doggone if he didn’t turn his flashing blue light on me!  I 

pulled over into the parking area of a grocery store and he told 

me my tag had expired.  Shoot.  He was right.  My tag had 

expired.  They are always going to find something. 

~~~~~~~~ 

The Sadducees and Pharisees were pulled over by John.  They 

might have thought they were guiltless on the edge of that river 

traffic, but they were wrong, and John – God’s cop on the 

wilderness beat – wrote them a ticket. 

~~~~~~~~ 

People, lots of people, were coming out to John to be baptized.  

People were coming from Jerusalem, from Judea and from all 

the regions around the Jordan River.  For these folks something 

was missing in their lives.  They were hungry for something 

they were not finding in the establishment religion of their own 

cities, even in the holy city, Jerusalem.  So these spiritually 

hungry people took off for the wilderness to allow a strange man 

to call them to something new and to immerse them into a 

baptism of repentance.  John was telling the folks to look for 

the kingdom of God because it was near.  John was proclaiming 

that the kingdom of God was nigh, and to see it the people had 

to leave something behind.   
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To see God’s closeness the people had to have new eyes that 

could see beyond their present understanding of their religion, 

of their faith tradition, of their God.  John was there to shake 

things up.  The old ways were no longer working.  The 

religious cliches were shallow and without any real punch.  We 

are children of Abraham say the religious leaders, and John says 

– “Pleeeease, that won’t work any more!”  The bromides of an 

establishment religion that worked only to prop-up the status 

quo in a world aching for new life was no longer acceptable.  

The people, many of them who did not wear the robes and a few 

who did, knew John was telling the truth; so they flocked to 

John hungering for truth, life, hope, vision for a new day. 

 

The Pharisees and Sadducees came, too.  Were they hungering 

for new life?  John did not think so.  John wrote them a ticket 

and sent them off to pay the fine.  John told those Pharisees and 

Sadducees that their tags had expired.  They needed renewed 

licences to hold the offices they occupied in the society to which 

they belonged.  The Pharisees and Sadducees needed to bear 

the fruit worthy of repentance.   

~~~~~~~~ 

I think we live in the wilderness today.  I think our world is in 

an in-between time where all the old answers are called into 

question.  Those old answers usually had words like – purity, 

hard and fast boundaries, judgement, straight and narrow, 

excessive nationalism, tribalism – these words are being 

replaced or re-worked with words like – unity, one world, 

mercy, openness, and united.  The church is called forth to give 

language to the workings of God’s Spirit in this time and this 
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place.  It is hard work;  it is wilderness work, but it is the 

calling of our time.   

 

Will we have eyes for God’s kingdom near us or will we be 

blinded by old and narrow ways that are bearing only rotten 

fruit. We are in a wilderness age and it is our duty to separate 

within us and our faith tradition the wheat from the chaff.  The 

generations that will follow us will be strengthened or misled by 

choices we make during our time.   

 

We can hunker down and, like the Sadducees and Pharisees, 

decide that God’s revelation ended long ago and nothing new is 

coming from the Spirit of God.   If this is the case then our job 

as robed ones or people of the tradition is to keep things exactly 

as they are.  The other option, the one to which John the Baptist 

calls us, is to be open to the ongoing work of God’s Spirit 

bringing into being God’s new earth. 

~~~~~~~~ 

Joan Chittister is a Benedictine nun who has written over thirty 

books and speaks all over advocating for more just ways of 

being Church and for more just ways of being in the world.  

She was raised by a father who was Presbyterian and a mother 

who was Roman Catholic.  Joan acts like a Roman Catholic 

Presbyterian in that she is always working for reform in the 

church.  She says it got started when she as a little girl in 

Catholic school learned that her father and all of his family were 

going to hell!  One of the nuns talked of the fact that 

Protestants were not in the Church and therefore would not go to 

heaven.  Joan ran home.  Her mother asked her what she 

learned in school that day.  She told her.  Her mother asked 
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Joan if she believed that her father was not going to heaven.  

Joan said no.  Why do you think Sister said that?  Joan said –  

She doesn’t know daddy.  Did you say anything to Sister?  

Joan said –  “No.”  That is fine, said her mother.  Today is not 

the day for saying anything to her.  Well, Joan Chittister has 

been speaking to that Sister and to the Roman Catholic Church 

and the world for many, many years now.  She is showing all of 

us a new path and a new way of being Christian in this day and 

time.  And some stuff has to be left behind.    

 

Joan Chittister gave an address to the 2001 National Catholic 

Educational Association entitled “Leading the Way: To Go 

Where There Is No Road and Leave a Path.”  That speech 

ended with the following story... 

 In the mid-17th century Spanish seafarers sailed up the 

west coast of the Americas to what is now known as the Baja 

peninsula.  The cartographers of the time, aware of the drake 

expeditions and good Cartesians as well simply drew a straight 

line up from the strait of California to the strait of Juan de Fuca 

between Vancouver Island and Washington state.   

 Consequently, the maps that were published in 1635 show 

very clearly that California was an island.   

 Now that might be only a quaint story if it were not for the 

fact that the missionaries of the time were using that map to 

travel inland.   

 So, given the information on that map, they developed the 

first great pre-fab boat construction project in human history.  

They cut their flatboats in Spain, shipped them over in pieces 

and then, on the shores of Monterey, California put them all 

back together again.  To be transported on the backs of mules 
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to the other side of California.  Then they carried these boats 

12,000 feet up the Sierra Nevada mountains for passage across 

the great strait, which the map showed ran from the Baja to 

Puget Sound.   

 But lo and behold the other side of those mountains was no 

seashore at all.  It was what is now the state of Nevada and the 

beginning of the great American desert.  California was the 

mainland! 

 It would be a rather funny story except for one thing that 

makes it tragic: when the missionaries wrote back to tell the 

cartographers and the crown that California was not an island 

no one – no one – believed them.  In fact, they insisted that the 

map was certainly correct: it was the missionaries who were in 

the wrong place! 

 What’s more, in 1701 – almost 70 years later – they 

reissued an updated version of the same map.   

 For fifty years, then – the years of the most constant, most 

crucial explorations of the California coastline – those maps 

went unchanged because someone continued to work with 

partial information, assumed that data from the past had the 

inerrancy of tradition and then used authority to prove it.   

 Finally, after years and years of new reports a few 

cartographers – the heretics, the radicals, and the rebels, I 

presume – began to issue a new version.  And in 1721, the last 

map-maker holdout finally attached California to the mainland.   

 But – and this is the real tragedy perhaps – it took almost a 

hundred years for the gap between experience and authority to 

close.  It took almost a hundred years for the new maps to be 

declared official.  Despite the fact that the people who were 

there all the time knew differently from the very first day.   
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 Point: vision is the ability to realize that the truth is always 

larger than the partial present.   

(From “Leading the Way: To Go Where There Is No Road and Leave a Path

~~~~~~~~ 

It is the point for us, too, whether we wear robes or not.  We 

live in a wilderness time and our calling is to prepare the way 

for God’s grace and compassion and truth and love and 

forgiveness and light revealed in Jesus, the One who will 

baptize with God’s Holy Spirit.  Are we willing to open up and 

clear such a path of love for those who will follow us?  That is 

John the Baptist’s question? 
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