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Advent 3 Year C 
Dec. 13, 2015 
St. Thomas 
 
The story I’m about to tell you is true… more or less.  
I didn’t see it myself,  
but I’ve spoken to people who did,  
and they assure me that this really happened 
just this way… more or less.  
 
It’s been almost two years ago  
that Colorado lost one of its most colorful characters. 
Some of you may have known him.  
Clarence Miller. 
Most people just knew him as Clarence. 
He was a developmentally disabled man 
who was such a fixture at the State Capitol 
he was called the 101st lawmaker. 
This man, who never held a real job,  
was allowed to sit in on meetings in the governor’s office. 
He was on a first-name basis with the mayor. 
He was considered the Forrest Gump of Colorado  
because of his uncanny ability to show up at high profile events 
and get his picture in the paper.  
 
He had his share of scuffles too. 
He got thrown out of a lot of places 
because Clarence never failed to speak his mind. 
Sometimes that was welcome, but often it was not.  
In that respect, Clarence was a true prophet. 
A crazy guy who might show up in dirty clothes,  
or who might show up in his lime green tuxedo.  
You just never knew what Clarence might do or say.  
But you had to hand it to him: 
Clarence humanized the place.  
No one could be haughty around Clarence.  
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But here’s my favorite Clarence story that really did happen 
Clarence used to be a regular attender at St. John’s Cathedral. 
He would attend St. John’s until he’d get into trouble there,  
and then he’d go over to the Roman Catholic basilica.  
Then when he got in trouble at the basilica,  
he’d come back to St. John’s.  
This went on not for years but for decades. 
 
Well, back in 1981,  
the cathedral was preparing for something BIG. 
Really big.  
A visit from Britain’s Princess Anne.  
Plans were well underway for a lavish ceremony and a reception afterward. 
There was just one problem. 
What to do about Clarence. 
Fears were great that Clarence might show up,  
and would insist on talking to Princess Anne,  
probably SAYING something inappropriate to her, 
maybe even embracing her.  
What to do? 
 
Well, the Women of St. John’s came up with a plan. 
They didn’t want to be unkind to Clarence, 
but they didn’t want him showing up at this event, making a spectacle. 
One of the women had once heard Clarence say 
how much he would love to visit the Broadmoor in Colorado Springs.  
What if Clarence were given the opportunity to do just that? 
He would love that, 
And if his visit to the Broadmoor just happened to coincide  
with Princess Anne’s visit to St. John’s, well… 
what’s the harm in that, really? 
 
Thus it was that arrangements were made. 
A bus ticket to Colorado Springs was purchased for Clarence. 
A room at the Broadmoor was reserved for him.  
It was to be a wonderful weekend for him.  
 
Alas, on his own, Clarence decided that of the two things planned for that 
Sunday, 
he would rather meet Princess Anne. 
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So he sold his bus ticket 
And wound up at St. John’s Cathedral that Sunday morning,  
intent on meeting royalty.  
 
Now here is where the different versions of this story tend to diverge. 
People’s memories of what happened next differ.  
Some are sure that detectives from Scotland Yard intercepted Clarence  
and prevented him from even getting in the building,  
let alone getting anywhere near the princess. 
Others are just as sure that Clarence somehow wound up on the front row 
during Mass, 
and later had his picture taken with the Princess Royal.  
I honestly don’t know which it was. 
I just know it all became part of the Clarence legend, 
about the man who never shrank from confronting the powerful, 
and never failed to speak the honest truth that was in him, 
no matter how awkward or uncomfortable that made others.  
. 
 
I share this story  
because Clarence really does remind me of John the Baptist this morning. 
Here we are on Gaudete Sunday, 
So-called because Gaudete is Latin for “rejoice.” 
And that’s the theme of today’s scripture lessons.  
Rejoice. 
 
“Rejoice in the Lord always,”  
Paul says in his letter to the Philippians. 
“Again I say rejoice.” 
 
“Rejoice” says Zephaniah,  
“and exult with all your heart, O Daughter of Jerusalem.  
The Lord has taken away the judgments against you.” 
 
And the prophet Isaiah, in the canticle we read,  
says “With JOY you will draw water from the wells of salvation… 
Shout aloud and sing for joy!” 
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Joy, joy, joy! 
We’ve got all this joy and rejoicing. 
It’s a beautiful, uplifting, self-affirming series of readings. 
It’s like having tea with a princess. It’s almost magical. 
 
And then, right in the middle of all this lovely rejoicing, 
drops crazy, wild-eyed John the Baptist, 
calling people a “brood of vipers,” 
and talking about the wrath to come, 
with the ax lying at the root of the tree 
and threatening unfruitful trees with fire. 
 
What happened to rejoicing with gladness? 
What happened to making us renowned and praised among the peoples? 
What happened to bringing us home, restoring our fortunes? 
What happened to God exulting over us, singing in the fearful? 
How did Paul’s “Don’t worry about anything,”  
get paired with John the Baptist’s threat of unquenchable fire?”  
 
And then, Luke has the audacity  
to end this passage with these words:  
“So, with many other exhortations,  
he proclaimed the good news to the people?”  
I’m not sure everybody is gonna view this as good news.  
 
Well, there my friends, is the paradox of Advent, in a nutshell.  
The message of Advent is NOT that everything is falling to pieces. 
Nor is it that God’s in his heaven, all’s right with the world.  
The message of Advent is that when everything IS falling to pieces, 
when every fixed star on the moral compass seems to be wavering, 
when you can’t believe what you just heard some politician say, 
when we’re not sure where we’re going or why we’re riding in this 
handbasket, 
when all of that is happening … 
There IS a way out.  
There IS a light that shines in the darkness.  
There IS a message we can count on, a safe way forward. 
And John the Baptist is going to tell us what we NEED to hear, 
even if we don’t like the message very much.  
It is medicine for our sick soul.  
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“What should we do?” the people ask John the Baptist. 
Three times, they ask him that.  
What should WE do? ask the crowds. 
What should WE do? ask the tax collectors. 
What should WE do? ask the soldiers. 
 
And to each of those who ask,  
John’s answer is remarkably similar. 
And practical. 
Share. 
Keep no more than you need. 
Be fair. 
Treat others with care. 
Be honest.  
He calls all of them to ordinary acts of grace,  
to live by the golden rule. 
 
Irritating as he can be at times,  
we need a John the Baptist these days, don’t we? 
 
In recent weeks, horrific acts of violence have become numbingly ordinary. 
Terrorism. Mass shootings. 
Frightening rhetoric from political candidates  
calling for measures that are hateful and obscene  
and reminiscent of other times. 
Dark times.   
 
We need a John the Baptist  
who will speak prophetically and clearly in the wilderness, 
who will warn us that God will no longer tolerate the violence  
we’ve come to accept as normal.  
 
We need a John the Baptist  
who will name the sins that pervade our social structures,  
who will name the injustices that haunt our broken world.  
 
 
 
 



 6 

We need a John the Baptist  
who will point us to the path God has set before us,  
who will call us to engage in ordinary acts of grace, 
call us to live by the Golden Rule, 
to do unto others as we would have them do unto us. 
 
 
We need a John the Baptist these days.  
And if John the Baptist were here now,  
what do you think he would say? 
 
I expect he wouldn’t be restrained by propriety –  
not that anyone ever IS these days.  
I expect he would name the evils of racism and sexism 
and fanaticism and homophobia and xenophobia.  

I bet he would say something like, 
“Even now the ax is lying at the root of the trees;  
every tree therefore that does not bear good fruit is cut down  
and thrown into the fire.  
Any structure or group that depends on fear and death-dealing and violence  
is not long for this world.  
And those of you who benefit from oppressive structures,  
you too are being judged by a God whose heart yearns for justice.” 
I bet that’s what he’d say. 

And how might John answer that question that keeps so many of us up at 
night: “What should we do?”  

What should we do when refugees come seeking sanctuary?  
What should we do when terrorists strike?  
What should we do when we can no longer trust the police?  
What should we do about guns?  
What should we do? 
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Maybe here is where we need John the Baptist most.  
He might turn to us and call us to ordinary acts of grace.  
He might suggest we go out from church this morning  
looking for opportunities to be honest, kind, and hardworking. 
He might say that that being honest, kind, and hardworking  
in a culture that is impatient, immature, and fearful  
really does make a difference. 
He might call us to the radical idea that ordinary lives  
can be imbued with the extraordinary spirit of God  
to transform the world. 
 
He might tell us that if we see a Muslim or an immigrant  
or anyone who is vulnerable being harassed,  
we can stop, say something, intervene, call for help.  
He might tell us that if we have Muslim colleagues at work, or immigrant 
neighbors, or friends who are fearful for whatever reason,  
we could check in with them periodically,  
let them know we’re here for them, 
let them know they’re not alone. 
He might tell us to talk to our children or grandchildren,  
who no doubt are picking up on all these hateful messages,  
and tell them what to do if they see someone being bullied  
or hear hate speech at school. 
 
We can call out hate speech whenever we hear it,  
whether it’s at work, or on Facebook, or in our own living rooms.  
 
And yes, we CAN pray.  
Prayer is NOT an empty gesture, as some would have us believe. 
We can pray for those whose lives have been lost  
and whose dreams have been shattered.  
 
We can pray for courage.  
We can pray for hope.  
We can pray for wisdom and discernment. 
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We can worship together, 
and draw strength and wisdom from each other, 
the better to resist the encroachment of hatred and violence upon our lives.  
We can protest and march and demand change.  
We can and should do all these things.  
And if it takes a crazy, wild-eyed prophet  
to come crashing into the midst of our Gaudete party , 
or if it takes a developmentally disabled man  
with a highly developed sense of self-worth and no sense of propriety, 
if that’s what it takes to wake us up to these things, then so be it.  
That IS good news. 
That is the good news of grace, and mercy, and redemption. 
And the Kingdom of God HAS drawn near.  
And we can rejoice. 
Amen.  
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


