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One time when I was a boy, I decided that I was going to be a weather man. I set 
out to build myself a weather station.  In those days before the Internet, my 
constant resource was the World Book Encyclopedia, so I went to all the articles I 
could find that had anything to do with the weather. I made myself an 
anemometer, one of those things with that has arms with cups on the ends that 
spin around.  It’s supposed to measure wind speed.  Mine didn’t measure 
anything, but it did spin, and it looked neat.  Of course, I had a weather vane to 
show wind direction, and a rain gauge.  I stole a thermometer from my mom’s 
kitchen drawer.  It turned out to be a candy thermometer that could only tell the 
temperature if it happened to be between 200 and 350 degrees.  But it was a 
thermometer. 

But the thing I really wanted to do was to get into the business of weather 
prediction.  Although I wracked my brain, I really couldn’t come up with anything to 
tell what the weather was going to be.  But I did have one brainstorm, if you’ll 
excuse the pun. I came up with my own hurricane detector.  You see, I reasoned 
that if I hung something really heavy outside on a rope, and it started to move in 
the wind, then we must be going to have a hurricane.  So, I hung my dad’s 12-
pound sledge hammer on a piece of twine from one of the bars on our patio 
awning as my hurricane alarm.  You may laugh.  But that hammer never moved, 
and we never had a hurricane.  I invite you to draw your own conclusions. 

People have always had a need for ways to alert them to impending problems.  
Alarms of various sorts go back to the very beginning of human history – to 
lookouts blowing horns or beating on drums to make the community aware that 
some peril is on the horizon.  Humans have shown incredible ingenuity in 
developing early warning systems.  You’ve all heard of the “canary in the coal 
mine.”  It refers to the fact that coal miners used to carry a caged bird into the 
mines with them.  If the canary passed out or showed signs of being affected by 
an accumulation of dangerous gasses, it was a warning to the men that the air in 
the mine was becoming unsafe. 

Of course, now we have all kinds of unbelievable technology that watches out for 
us.  No matter where you are, your cell phone can tell you if someone comes to 
your front door, or if the heat in your house goes off.  My weather ap lets me know 
when a big storm is coming (much more effectively than a hammer on a rope).  
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GPS tells you when you’ve taken a wrong turn.  Cars today have sensors that 
warn us if we’re going too fast, if we’ve crossed over the center line, or if the car in 
front of us stops suddenly.  There are alarms we can wear on our wrists that will 
tell us when our blood pressure is getting too high.  Without alarms, we would be 
vulnerable to all kinds of unseen perils. 

What all this is leading up to is this morning’s entrance of John the Baptist, the 
New Testament’s early-warning system.  We meet him in the lectionary on the 
second Sunday of Advent just about every year.  You all know the words by heart, 
practically.  John is the “… voice of one calling in the desert, 'Prepare the way for 
the Lord, make straight paths for him.’” (Luke 3:4) John is the canary in the coal 
mine, warning us that the atmosphere is becoming toxic, and sounding the 
warning to prepare for the coming of the Lord. 

What is John talking about when he warns us to prepare?  I think most of us 
understand that he is talking about something significantly different than baking 
the cookies, or updating the Christmas card list, or finding the perfect tree.  Our 
Advent vocabulary includes descriptions like “making room in our hearts.”  But 
John’s message is that preparation means one thing: repentance.  The Greek 
word for repentance, metanoia, means simply, “turning back” – turning back to 
God, and turning away from those things in our lives that prevent us from putting 
God first. 

This week I was walking down the street thinking about this sermon and playing 
around in my head with this whole idea of alarms generally, and John as God’s 
early warning system specifically, and I had an epiphany.  It happened when 
someone’s car alarm suddenly sounded.  I noticed that several people looked 
around to see which car was making the racket, as I did.  And, failing to find which 
car it was, they proceeded on their way, as I did. 

And I had a thought.  Car alarms are about the most useless things ever.  Have 
you ever seen anyone actually respond to one?  Someone could be trying to break 
in to a car with the alarm blaring and most people assume they’re just the car’s 
owner, who lost his keys.  Of course, it’s probably not a good idea from a personal 
safety perspective to confront a stranger trying to get into a car, but nobody ever 
calls the police, either – unless the alarm happens to be keeping them awake at 
night.  I’m not exactly sure that even the police look around when they hear a car 
alarm.   

It suddenly occurred to me that I had stumbled on the perfect analogy for John the 
Baptist.  John the Baptist is God’s car alarm.  Think about it.  He’s loud enough to 
get our attention, and persistent enough to be annoying.  Once a year when John 
preaches to us in the gospel reading, we might stop whatever we’re engaged in at 
the moment to see what’s making all the noise, but then we go right back to what 
we were doing before.  John’s message is just like that car alarm down the street.  
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Everybody knows that it’s there, but in the final analysis, almost nobody has any 
intention of really doing anything about it.  

One reason for that is that in order to repent, to turn back, we need to see clearly 
just what we need to turn back from.  That, in turn, means some critical and 
possibly painful self-evaluation, something that is not high on the list of things that 
we humans do well.  We humans have a remarkable ability to call sin by other, 
less serious, names, blame other people, or just not see our own failures, rather 
than accepting responsibility for them.  But it is only when we face our sin squarely 
and renounce it that we can be freed from it. 

Refusal to see our own shortcomings for what they are denies the reality of sin.  
And if we convince ourselves that our sin isn’t real, or at least isn’t “as bad as all 
that,” then there can be no metanoia, no turning back.  We are left without a 
means of escape from the power of sin – or even a realization that we need one.  
Hasidic theologian Martin Buber put it beautifully when he said, “We can be 
redeemed only to the extent to which we see ourselves.” 

Another reason why we might have difficulty facing the prospect of changing is 
found in today’s reading from Malachi.  Listen again to what God says there: “See, 
I am sending my messenger to prepare the way before me…  But who can endure 
the day of his coming? Who can stand when he appears? For he will be like a 
refiner's fire or a launderer's soap.  He will sit like a refiner and purifier of silver; he 
will purify the Levites and refine them like gold and silver.” (Malachi 3:1-3) So, 
being cleansed of our sins is like the process of purifying a precious metal, one 
that involves exposing it to intense heat that burns away all the unwanted 
elements and leaves behind just what is beautiful and desirable. 

Of course, this is a metaphor.  God isn’t really coming to burn us, or scrub the sin 
out of us with lye soap and a good, stiff brush.  But the point is obvious to all of us 
that making the kind of real change that John the Baptist is talking about won’t be 
easy, or pleasant.  And I don’t know about you, but if that’s what all this 
repentance stuff is about, then just let “John the Car Alarm” honk. I think I’d rather 
just spend my Advent waiting for that adorable little baby to arrive, thank you very 
much. 

But what I think God wants us to see today in the words of Malachi and John the 
Baptist is not so much a threat as it is an invitation.  The alarm that calls us to self-
examination and repentance sounds an opportunity.  It is a way into the future with 
God – a renewal of our relationship with the Lord, and a new beginning in our 
relationships with each other. 

What’s important here in Malachi is what it all says about God’s intentions towards 
each one of us.  God isn’t happy about what we’ve become, but God doesn’t want 
to punish us, or destroy us, or replace us.  God doesn’t just demand the best from 
us and then leave us alone to muddle out for ourselves what we have to do about 



 4

it, either.  God is coming to play an active part in transforming us into the vision of 
us he had in his mind’s eye on the day he first loved us into being.  What God 
wants is to see us all shining like the purest silver or the finest gold.   

The alarms sounding in this week’s scripture readings point us to some very 
simple questions.  What are the things in my life that God wants to clean up?  
What are the things in our church that God wants to scrub out – to burn away 
completely so that together we can shine with God’s glory?  Answering the alarms 
is daunting, but it’s really pretty simple, too.  It means keeping this one question 
front-and-center in our minds and hearts as we make our journey to the cradle at 
Bethlehem:  How would our lives be different if we lived as if we really trusted God 
to take us where God wants us to go? 


