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It's the dirtiest word in the church. Just about everyone dislikes that word. It's a word that makes people 
shutter, wince, and cringe.  Just a simple whisper of this word and heads will perk up like a herd of 
gazelles sensing a lion. This word causes so much anxiety, uncertainty, and fear. To say this word 
would cause a riot, make people run for the door, or cover their ears. Whenever this word is uttered in 
the church, it's guaranteed to cause conflict.  
 
Although it's the dirtiest word in the church, it's impossible to be part of a congregation and not be 
impacted by it. We can't avoid this word and be a disciple of Jesus Christ.  Being a Christian and this 
dirty word are synonymous - they go hand in hand. Regardless of what story or book we read; it's 
woven throughout the Bible. Without this dirty word, there's no reason for God, Jesus Christ, and the 
Holy Spirit. It's that important of a word.  But again, the problem is that we don't want anything to do 
with that word. 
 
Perhaps that's why it was so difficult to listen to our Gospel lesson today. Although that word wasn't 
explicitly stated, it's permeated throughout it. But, if you were paying attention, that word would've stuck 
out like a sore thumb. It's a word that made John the Baptist appear in the wilderness.  This word was 
why the people of Jerusalem and Judea wanted to be baptized by John. This word is why we are here 
today, why we observe the season of Advent, and underneath, why we love Christmas. 
 
By now, you're probably wondering, "What word is Pastor David talking about?" No, you didn't miss the 
word I said. So, are you ready? Are you prepared to hear the dirtiest, most vile, disturbing, and 
despicable word in the church? Alright, please don't panic, shoot me, or throw anything at me.  The 
word I'm referring to is… CHANGE!  
 
I'm sure you've heard the joke, "How many Christians does it take to change a light bulb?" Well, it 
depends on the tradition. For Charismatic Christians - only one because their hands are already in the 
air. For Pentecostal Christians - ten - one to change the bulb, and nine to pray against the spirit of 
darkness. For Presbyterians - none because lights will go on and off at predestined times. 
 
For Baptists - at least fifteen - one to change the light bulb, and three committees to approve the change 
and decide who brings the potato salad and fried chicken. For Episcopalians - three – one to call the 
electrician, one to mix the drinks, and one to talk about how much better the old one was. 
 
For Unitarians - they choose not to make a statement either in favor of or against the need for a light 
bulb. However, if you have found that light bulbs work for you, you are invited to write a poem or 
compose a modern dance about your light bulb for the following Sunday service, in which we will 
explore several light bulb traditions, including incandescent, fluorescent, 3-way, long-life and tinted, all 
of which are equally valid paths to luminescence. 
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For Methodists - it's undetermined – whether your light is bright, dull, or completely out, you are loved. 
You can be a light bulb, turnip bulb, or tulip bulb. Bring a bulb of your choice to the Sunday lighting 
service and a covered dish to pass. For the Nazarenes - six – one woman to replace the bulb while five 
men review the church lighting policy. 
 
For Amish, they would say, "What's a light bulb?" Lastly, and most importantly, "How many Lutheran 
Christians does it take to change a light bulb? A Lutheran's response, "Change! Change! Change! We 
don't change! My grandfather installed that light bulb!" 
 
Change is the dirtiest, most vile, most disturbing, and most despicable word in the church, especially 
in the Lutheran Church. Yet, to be Christian, especially Lutheran, means to have abundant life, to be 
transformed by God's grace, or better yet, to be changed by Jesus Christ. It's the type of change that 
John the Baptist, from our Gospel lesson today, was proclaiming as he appeared in the wildness. 
 
As we heard, "In those days John the Baptist appeared in the wilderness of Judea, proclaiming, 
'Repent, for the kingdom of heaven has come near.' This is the one of whom the prophet Isaiah spoke 
when he said, 'The voice of one crying out in the wilderness: 'Prepare the way of the Lord, make his 
paths straight.'" 
 
John the Baptist proclaimed that people should “repent."  In today's world, when most people hear the 
word "repent," they think of some angry pastor standing behind a pulpit, wagging their finger, and yelling 
at the top of their lungs. Or the word "repent" is nothing more than a "churchy" word used by street 
preachers. Last Sunday, Pastor Paul showed us a cartoon of a guy wearing a sandwich board that 
said, "The End is Near.”  Typically, that coincidences with someone shouting, "Repent! Repent!" 
 
On the other hand, some people, especially in the church, assume repentance means saying you're 
sorry.  Or better, that you're really, really sorry and will never do it – whatever "it" is – again.  Yes, being 
sorry is a part of repentance but, honestly, a pretty small part. In Greek, "repent" means " changing 
one's mind." In Hebrew, it means "to change one's ways." So, to summarize, "repent" means to 
“change."  So, in our Gospel lesson for today, John the Baptist wanted those back then and wants us 
today to… change. 
 
Yes, right there, in the Bible, following Jesus means to change. I know this new information might be 
shocking.  Yes, I'm fully aware change is not easy, especially as some of us have been doing the same 
things for decades. We might become stubborn and believe any thought of change is out of the 
equation. Why change when we are comfortable? Why change when we are set in our ways? Why 
change when we don't know what tomorrow will bring? 
 
But don't run for the exits or throw me off a cliff just yet. There's good news that came with John the 
Baptist and Matthew wanting their communities to change. The change they referred to wasn't about 
changing for change's sake. They didn't want them to change out of guilt, shame, or coercion. Instead, 
they wanted people to change by allowing a loving God to work in their lives. 
 
I believe that's why John the Baptist wanted people to change in Matthew's Gospel. John the Baptist 
and Matthew were preparing their communities for Jesus to bring about the kingdom of heaven or the 
kingdom of God. As seen through the rest of Jesus' ministry in the Gospel, the kingdom of God was 
the opposite of the kingdom of Rome. 
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Rome was a hierarchal, commercialized, and advanced agrarian society with no middle class. Although 
most people were poor farmers and fishermen, only a few powerful men and their families ruled.  It 
exploited the least, lost, and most vulnerable people. However, the kingdom of God was and is where 
pain ceases to exist, strangers are welcomed, all are fed, and relationships are restored. The kingdom 
of God doesn't have any social, religious, economic, or cultural disparity. Everyone is on the same level 
in the eyes of God.  
 
In other words, to change meant preparing for God to repair this broken world. That preparation is 
essential to embrace what God is doing and will do. Martin Luther learned a lesson in preparing long 
ago. One day he read a verse from Luke's Gospel that said, "Do not worry about what you are to say, 
for the Holy Spirit will teach you at that very hour what you ought to say." 
 
So, he decided to take it at its word. Instead of working on his sermon for that coming Sunday at the 
Wittenberg Cathedral, he spent his time working on his commentary about the Psalms. Apparently, 
Luther recounted later that when he climbed into the high pulpit and looked out over the sea of upturned 
faces, the Spirit did indeed speak to him.  It whispered in his ear these words: "Martin, you didn't 
prepare.”   First, see, God has a sense of humor. Second, and more importantly, preparation opens us 
up for God to do incredible things in our lives. 
 
Christianity, changing, or preparing is not about an individual turning to God. Christianity, change, or 
preparing is about God turning to us. We don't change so that God will enter our lives; we change 
because God has entered our lives and is working on repairing us both as individuals and as a 
community.  
 
Whether we realize it or not, we all need to change, some of us more than others. For instance, we 
might have a great relationship with our families but ignore our neighbors down the street, on the other 
side of the city, or the world. We are willing to share our time, talent, and treasure, but we still need to 
be in control and learn how to trust others. We have incredible wisdom yet have difficulty listening to a 
different experience. 
 
Yes, change can be scary. With change comes loss, unknowns, and uncertainty. But with change also 
brings endless possibilities, a better life, and abundant love. It's the type of change that happened 
during the American Civil War.  It was December 14, 1862 - eleven days before Christmas. Any sense 
of joy and peace was far from the thoughts of 200,000 Union and Confederate soldiers who faced each 
other across the broad, blood-spattered arena of Fredericksburg, Virginia. 
 
The previous few days had been gruesome, with more than 12,000 soldiers killed. But, nineteen-year-
old Sergeant Richard Kirkland, Company E of Kershaw's Second South Carolina Brigade, had seen 
enough. Kirkland went to see Confederate General Joseph Kershaw. "General," he said, "I can't stand 
this!" 
 
He startled his commanding officer. "All night and all day, I hear those poor Federal people calling for 
water, and I can't stand it any longer. I ask permission to go and give them water." 
 
Kershaw shook his head sympathetically. "Sergeant, you'd get a bullet through your head the moment 
you stepped over the stone wall onto the plain." 
 
"Yes, sir," answered Kirkland, "I know that, but if you let me, I'm willing to try it." 
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The General responded, "The sentiment which prompts you is so noble that I will not refuse your 
request. God protect you. You may go." 
 
Quickly the South Carolinian hurdled the wall and immediately exposed himself to the fire of every 
Yankee sharpshooter in that sector. Kirkland walked calmly toward the Union lines until he reached the 
nearest wounded soldier. Kneeling, he removed his canteen and gently lifted the enemy soldier's head 
to give him a long, deep drink of refreshing cold water. Then he placed a knapsack under his enemy's 
head and moved on to the next. 
 
Racing against the lengthening shadows of a short, somber December afternoon, he returned again 
and again to the lines where comrades handed him full canteens.  Troops on both sides who had 
watched this unselfish act paid young Kirkland the supreme tribute - not a standing ovation, but 
respectful, awed silence. 
 
The power of repentance. The power of changing. It not only impacts ourselves; it affects others. I'm 
constantly reminded of a quote many people believe Mahatma Gandhi said but didn't, "Be the change 
you wish to see in the world.”  That summarizes what John the Baptist meant when he said, "Repent, 
or change, for the kingdom of heaven is near." Change because Jesus Christ is here. 
 
So, all of us, including myself, need to ask, "How do I need to change?"  "What change can you and I 
make this Advent season so God's love can appear?" What change can you and I make for our and 
my neighbor's sake? So, maybe "change" isn't the dirtiest word in the church, but the most-living giving 
word that we need to embrace. 
 
          - Amen 


