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Change is difficult. Even small change can be uncomfortable.  
 
Last week the New York Times ran an essay by a prize-winning economist about 
how difficult it is to experiment, much less change. He spoke about things as 
mundane as trying a different soft drink or visiting his favorite restaurant and always 
eating the same thing, simply because it’s familiar. Change is hard. “Habits are 
powerful. We persist with many of them because we tend to give undue emphasis 
to the present. Trying something new can be painful: I might not like what I get and 
must forgo something I already enjoy. That cost is immediate, while any benefits — 
even if they are large — will be enjoyed in a future that feels abstract and distant.”  
 
Remember the cartoon of two people facing each another? One says to the other, 
“I’ve been thinking a great deal about our relationship and I’ve come to the 
conclusion that things will be much better if you would only change.” Right.  
 
Change is hard but it’s easier when it’s about what others should do. After all, it’s 
more comfortable that way. But real change which affects your life down to the 
core? No so fast. And what about social change? On the one hand we know how 
hard that is, and on the other hand, we are experiencing what happens when 
patterns are broken. Women are beginning to break the code of silence over a 
pattern of wrongdoing. Descendants of slaves are speaking of patterns long hidden. 
A pattern that shattered that forces us to live in a new way unsettles everything.  No 
one is comfortable when change occurs, which is why it remains so difficult.   
 
That’s what makes John the Baptist alarming.  
 
It’s not just that he is so odd standing there in the Judean desert eating strange foods 
and dressing weirdly. We could handle that – after all, vegans and fruitarians are 
on the rise. John the Baptist only asks for a little wild honey with his locusts. So it’s 
not the clothes or the food that disturbs us, it’s something else that makes us 
uncomfortable. With one foot in the old and another in the new, John the Baptizer 
rudely interrupts our lives with his annual reminder that the Advent of God is close 
at hand.  
 
If this were merely a history lesson about an odd prophet – sort of like your weird 
uncle Bob - down by the Jordan River screaming Repent! We could all relax and 
join the fun. It’s part of the holiday season, like watching Peanuts, or It’s a 
Wonderful Life. Only this is not just history nor is it an exercise in sentimental 
nostalgia.  
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“As long as we think about John like that – preaching in his own country two 
thousand years ago – his preaching remains distant and seems far away. Let’s try to 
get John’s word nearer home, so that it can get under our skin as it did theirs. Let’s 
speak about the desert in which we live. Let’s think together not only about sin but 
about the world we are accustomed to.” 
 
But, what’s so hard about that?  In word: change.  
 
John reminds us that God is on the way. Serious change is in order - not just for the 
others, and the social order – but for us, too. Deep change means turning in a new 
direction; walking in the way of Jesus who is coming toward us. The Advent of 
God, for which we wait, condones no abuse, no harassment, no vulgarity, no 
turning away of the poor, no violence toward the vulnerable or banishment of the 
stranger.   
 
What haunts me the most is the troubling suspicion that the change we need is 
actually impossible. We know ourselves well enough to know the habits that are 
entrenched, personally and socially; the comforts that we will not relinquish - the 
sins, like addictions, that hold us captive against our own desire to change. These 
are the things we do not say to one another but our hearts say them to us, when we 
actually listen to our hearts. There in the radiant light of God, we see ourselves as 
we are.  
 
The truth is not always comfortable, yet the bringing all things into the light is the 
path of healing. Which leads me to believe change does happen when we open our 
lives to God, who makes all things possible.  
 
Notice what John says – “I am not worthy to squat down and fasten his sandals. 
He who is coming will baptize you in the Holy Spirit.” He is pointing away from 
himself toward the One who is coming, who is able to make all things new by his 
own Spirit. Jesus Christ to whom John points is the Good News. He is the one upon 
whom we fix our hope for the future – our future and the future of this sin-shattered 
world. He is the One in whom the world discovers salvation – the healing of the 
human heart. As long as you focus on your meager capacity to remedy your 
condition, you will be paralyzed by failure. Spiritual practice becomes an exercise 
in futility.  
 
John’s summons to turn is not a summons to futility nor is it a call to grit your moral 
teeth and change all your naughty habits to nice ones before Santa arrives. No. The 
call of John the Baptizer is: turn your attention from yourself toward God – the One 
who makes all things new, even you. It’s an invitation to prepare your life for the 
coming of Christ who changes everything. 
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Prepare the Way! Open your hearts! God, who is merciful and mighty to save, is 
on the way.  
 
In the name of the Father, and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit.  
 
In Amen.  
 


