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Readings 
Isaiah 61:1-4 
The spirit of the Lord God is upon me, 
    because the Lord has anointed me; 
he has sent me to bring good news to the oppressed, 
    to bind up the brokenhearted, 
to proclaim liberty to the captives, 
    and release to the prisoners; 
2 to proclaim the year of the Lord’s favour, 
    and the day of vengeance of our God; 
    to comfort all who mourn; 
3 to provide for those who mourn in Zion— 
    to give them a garland instead of ashes, 
the oil of gladness instead of mourning, 
    the mantle of praise instead of a faint spirit. 
They will be called oaks of righteousness, 
    the planting of the Lord, to display his glory. 
4 They shall build up the ancient ruins, 
    they shall raise up the former devastations; 
they shall repair the ruined cities, 
    the devastations of many generations. 
 
John 1:19-23 
19 This is the testimony given by John when the Jews sent priests and Levites from Jerusalem to ask 
him, “Who are you?” 20 He confessed and did not deny it, but confessed, “I am not the 
Messiah.”[a] 21 And they asked him, “What then? Are you Elijah?” He said, “I am not.” “Are you the 
prophet?” He answered, “No.” 22 Then they said to him, “Who are you? Let us have an answer for 
those who sent us. What do you say about yourself?” 23 He said, 
“I am the voice of one crying out in the wilderness, 
‘Make straight the way of the Lord,’ 
as the prophet Isaiah said. 
 
Sermon 
 
“Wait a minute, are you sure that was the gospel set for today?” I can hear you say.  “We had John 
the Baptist last week, and you are not going to preach better than David Matthews!” 
Well yes, oddly the lectionary prescribes John the Baptist for two Sundays in a row.  
And I have had a recent encounter with John – or his story – that can be something of a riff on 
David’s powerful theme of last week. 
 
Do you remember election day in the USA? When we went to bed, the opinion polls were showing 
firm leads for Joe Biden in all the key states, more so than for Hillary Clinton the time before. 

 

https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=John%201:6-8,%2019-28&version=NRSV&interface=print&showfootnotes=no&showxrefs=no&showheadings=no&showwoj=no#fen-NRSV-26055a


 
So I woke up at 6am the next morning, slightly jumpy because of last time, but feeling fairly secure.  
 
I turned on the radio. 

 

 
Worse still 

 
 
Ohio – which backed the eventual White House winner in the last 14 elections. And 
Trump was half a million votes ahead in the key battleground state of Pennsylvania. 
 
I felt devastated- and here I am asking you to share not my politics but my feeling. I felt devastated. 
What to do?  
When Trump won four years ago, I had gone upstairs and woken my wife Wendy – for which I wasn’t 
thanked, at 6am. She felt she didn’t need to lose sleep as well as an election. 
 
So I turned for help to my favourite book. It’s called, rather longwindedly, Jesus, An Historical 
Approximation. It’s a kind of expanded and synthesised gospel, written by a Spanish Jesuit Jose 
Pagola. A wonderful book, full of hope. 
 

 
 
 
It came open at the chapter on John the Baptist.  
Unpromising, I thought. 
But this felt like a John the Baptist time – a time when the world seemed headed completely in the 
wrong direction. When truth, civility and the public good had lost out to lies, bombast and 
enrichment. A time to retreat to the wilderness, to get away from the world.  
 
The wilderness – where John had gone away from corrupt Israel, in order to hear God. A place 
where the orders of Rome didn’t reach. It was also the place where the Israelites had wandered 
before their new start in the promised land. Indeed John was baptising in the very place where 
Joshua had led his people across the Jordan and into Canaan. John was calling people to repent, and 
make a new start.  



He was a voice crying in wilderness, and he called for people to bulldoze a highway for God through 
the mountains of sin. Or – to take another metaphor - he expected the one coming after him to 
bring a baptism of fire. Israel was like a plantation covered with brushwood which needed burning 
off. 
 
That’s what the world felt like to me that morning, as it appeared that Trump had won.  
 
There’s plenty about our country today that may leave us feeling similar. It is not the same, of 
course, as the United States. But did you see the television programme last week about poverty in 
Burnley? Two clergymen were in tears about the trouble and despair that people are in, and how 
little the churches’ food banks can help.  
The government is undoubtedly supporting people, through furlough and so on. But not enough. As 
Chris Butler demonstrated in a devastating rewrite of the book of Nehemiah in a recent Wesley Mem 
Weekly, the government’s efforts have protected the stock exchange and house prices – whilst many 
ordinary people have had to build up debts that they can’t possibly repay.  
And at a time of rising world poverty, the aid budget has been cut by a third.  
 
Time to call for a baptism of fire, a bulldozing? Are you with John? 
 
But then - as my book pointed out - Jesus does something completely unexpected. He leaves the 
wilderness, and goes back into the world. He walks round the villages, preaching a message of hope. 
He reads out that passage of Isaiah that we heard, about good news to the oppressed, and he heads 
to just those oppressed exploited people in Israel’s countryside. He invites people – all kinds of 
people - to join him. He offers and accepts meals.  Where John preached austerity – all that camel 
hair and locusts – Jesus offers festival. People come and sit round with him, at a cheerful meal.  
 
Even when society is in a mess, as today, Jesus walks into it and offers hope. Offers hope 
unconditionally, to everyone. Like a beam of sunlight coming into our life, however gloomy the 
surrounding weather. Light shining in the darkness, and the darkness has never quenched it. I felt 
recharged that morning, despite a possible Trump victory.  
 
Of course there is work to do, to “bind up the broken hearted”. 500 church leaders wrote to the 
government last week urging them to find a way to rescue people from the unpayable debts they 
have built up. This “Reset the debt” campaign is an initiative of our own Joint Public Issues Team  - 
and needs all the trumpeting that we can give it. See https://resetthedebt.uk. More generally, we 
can press the government to live up to its promise to “Build Back Better” after Covid – for example 
building a new green economy rather than rebuilding the old carbon one.  
 
Meanwhile, like Jesus, we can spread joy as well as justice.  
 
When I worked for Christian Aid, many years ago, I used to visit projects that we were supporting.  
 

 
 



Of course, things didn’t always go well. One very hot day in Senegal, we visited a couple of 
agriculture projects. Drought had wrecked the crops in one. The treasurer had run off with funds 
from another. We drove on despondent, through the heat – and had a puncture. At 11pm that night, 
exhausted and disgruntled, we reached the village where we were to spend the night. To be greeted 
by a man in  a Wee-Willie-Winkie hat who said “You’re here – the party can begin!” And it did – with 
warmth, music, and food, and dancing – even wrestling, which I avoided. One of the great evenings 
of my life.  
 
And that is a message of Jesus. As Shirley Erena Murray wrote in her hymn, “For everyone born, a 
place at the table” – at least when Covid permits. “And God will delight when we are creators of 
justice and joy.” 

 
 


