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December 9, 2007 

Isaiah 11:1-10; Matthew 3:1-12 

Sermon: “Burning Down the House”   Rev. Bob Jack 

Text: “…he will baptize you with the Holy Spirit and with fire.” 

 

The discovery of how to make fire is considered to be one of 

humankind’s greatest achievements. It allowed our ancestors to 

take control of their environment, to fight off wild animals, and to 

cook their food. We are told that, technically, fire is nothing more 

than the chemical process in which a relatively unstable compound 

– liker wood or coal or gasoline – seeks a more stable state through 

a process called exothermia, and reduces to the elements of carbon 

and oxygen.  

But enough of the chemistry lesson; most of us just like to 

watch a fire burning. Whether it’s a campfire in the woods, or a 

fireplace in the home, or a bonfire on the beach there is nothing 

quite like a fire. And that’s because there’s nothing so utterly 

fascinating as the burning process. On a cold winter’s night, with 

nothing better to do, we could cuddle up with our sweetheart for 

hours on end and just watch those flaming embers reducing to 
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ashes in the cozy red brick and mortar hearth in the center of our 

homes. 

But fire can be dangerous, too. We’ve all seen the 

tremendous damage recently caused by the fires of Southern 

California that were whipped up by the strong Santa Ana winds 

that streak across that region every year. They burned with a 

ferocity that few of us can ever imagine, and left little to nothing 

standing in their wake. 

Fire is both a friend to man, and a deadly foe. 

In Advent we light candles to symbolize the weeks of 

preparation for Christmas and the coming of Jesus. And they look 

pretty in our sanctuary, giving off the kind of glow that makes us 

feel warm inside and, hopefully, a little closer to God. A few years 

ago we loaned the use of our sanctuary for a wedding service to a 

church just up the road, because they were a new church 

development without a sanctuary of their own, and one of their 

members wanted to be married in a real church building and not a 
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school cafeteria. Fair enough. We were glad to help a sister church 

in their time of need.  

What we didn’t bargain on was the forgetfulness of the 

minister (who no longer lives in our community). After the 

wedding service ended, it seems that he and the wedding party 

sauntered on over to our multi-purpose room for the reception – 

leaving the candles burning in this sanctuary. Dozens of them.  

Large and small, fat and tall, candles burning brightly, hotly and 

persistently. Doing just what candles are supposed to do.  

Sure enough, after awhile someone came running into the 

wedding reception with the awful news: The church is on fire! 

What a mess! And thank God for fire-retardant carpets. They saved 

us from a truly ugly situation. Although maybe not as ugly as the 

confrontation I had with my colleague in ministry the next day. 

Let’s just say he had some repenting to do.  

“Repent, for the kingdom of heaven has come near…The 

voice of one crying in the wilderness: „Prepare the way of the 

Lord, make his paths straight.‟” 
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These are the words of John the Baptist in Advent. Prepare 

the way of the Lord. Wait for his arrival. Christmas is coming, so 

get ready! 

Most of us start the season of Advent by driving all over the 

city, all through the countryside, looking for the perfect Christmas 

tree. Somehow, we manage to get all nine feet of branches and 

sticky pine needles tied onto seven feet of car. We bring it home, 

decorate each sap-laden stem with a thousand lights and colorful 

ornaments, and then stick that family-heirloom angel prodigiously 

(if not tentatively) on the top branch. What a sight! 

After the tree is decorated, we spend several Saturdays at the 

shopping mall, going in and out of every store, spending hundreds 

of dollars on the perfect presents for everyone on our list. During 

our free time, we plan fancy parties, hiring fancy caterers to deliver 

sumptuous feasts as we dress in our finest to entertain neighbors 

and business associates. We take our children to see the Nutcracker 

or to hear Handel’s Messiah or the Singing Christmas Tree at 

Blumenthal. We have prepared for Christmas. But this is Advent. 



 5 

The church prepares too. Bright red poinsettias have been 

ordered. Wooden nativity scenes have been set in place. Beautiful 

wreaths adorn our entrances and hallways. Banners announcing the 

good news appear on the formerly bare walls. Candles of purple, 

pink and white are evident on the Communion Table. The choir is 

gearing up for our Musical “Not an Ordinary Baby.” We have 

prepared for Christmas. But this is Advent.  

All is colorful, bright, cheerful and decorative. Our homes 

and our house of worship are ready for the big event.  

But then this strange man dressed in camel’s hair, and 

exuding more than a whiff of the wilderness, invades our comfort 

zones with a message we’d really rather not hear about this time of 

year: “Repent…change your life…prepare for God‟s arrival…Let 

your lifestyles prove that you‟re saved…No hypocrites allowed! 

Whoever‟s serious about living a good life – you‟ll get baptized. 

The rest – those who aren‟t serious – well, you‟ll burn with an 

unquenchable fire.” 
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Let’s just say that John’s message doesn’t go down too 

easily. It’s one thing to acknowledge that we’re sinners. It’s 

another thing altogether to hear some folks being called snakes, 

slithering down the slippery slope to perdition! Most of us don’t 

give much thought to such things – not on a regular basis. And 

certainly not in the middle of our Christmas preparations, with 

company coming for dinner, and all.  

My uncle Harold was a piece of work. Actually, he wasn’t 

my uncle at all; just a cousin. But as my mother had no brothers 

and sisters, and as he always looked to be as old as dirt, he kind of 

fit the bill: Uncle Harold. My memories of him are not so good. 

Mostly of his fuming and cussing at me and my friends when we 

dared to play stickball in the street in front of his house – which 

was right across the street from my house, so we were really 

playing in front of my house, too.  

Harold would all-the-time yell at us about potentially 

breaking his windows with our stickball, even though the ball we 

used was nothing more than a soft tennis ball cut in half that you 
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could put a wicked spin on and curve around the slim contours of 

the broom handle we used as a bat. Uncle Harold would wait on 

the other side of his fence, just watching us and waiting for his 

moment of glory. And if the ball got hit into his yard he’d pounce 

on it, keep the ball and cuss at us. But we had a seemingly endless 

supply of old, used tennis balls to draw from, so it didn’t end the 

game. 

Uncle Harold used to sit on his front porch at night, in 

complete darkness, and keep an eye on things. Whatever he could 

see was his business. And he’d let you know. And the only way 

you knew that Uncle Harold was watching you was because he 

smoked cigarettes, and you could see that little orange flame 

burning in the darkness of the night.  

Well, I grew up and moved away, and got on with my life, 

and pretty much forgot about my Uncle Harold. Until the first time 

I drove back to Boston from North Carolina. Drove straight 

through, and when I arrived, at night, I was pretty exhausted from 

trip. And as I was unloading the luggage from the trunk, I thought I 
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caught a slight whiff of cigarette smoke and, sure enough, I saw 

the flame of eternal vigilance flickering from Uncle Harold’s porch 

across the street. And his first words to me in, maybe ten, twelve 

years were these: “Hey, Robbie, got many African-Americans in 

North Carolina?” And of course, he didn’t use the term “African-

American.” 

I’d like to end the story of my Uncle Harold on a happy note, 

perhaps even on a note of redemption. But sadly, no. The last time 

I talked with him was on a trip home, when I learned that he was 

dying of cancer. Again, I saw the fiery glow of his cigarette 

twinkling in the night. And I thought, now’s the chance.  

So, I walked across the street and on to his turf, and after 

expressing my sorrow in learning of his condition, I casually 

suggested that he might want to make peace with his God. And 

these were his last words to me: “Get the hell off my porch.” 

We associate fire with hell and damnation. When we think of 

God tossing sinners into a fire, we picture a devil dressed in red 

with horns sticking out of his head, and a pitchfork placed in his 
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hand, ready to poke and prod the poor souls burning in eternal 

torment. Fire is a symbol that’s supposed to scare us and keep us 

from sinning.  

Christ will come in final judgment – of that you can be sure! 

It’s in the Bible. But fire is also used as a symbol in the Bible for 

transformation, for purification, and not just destruction. And so I 

also picture the Judgment Day, as does the apostle Paul, in which 

what you and I did with our lives will be tried and tested as with 

fire. And what’s left, after the fiery trial, will determine the reward 

we receive in glory (1 Cor. 3:10-15).  

Prepare the way of the Lord. Make his paths straight. He 

comes with fire: sometimes the fire of judgment; sometimes the 

fire of transformation, redemption, purification. His fire melts and 

molds us into his disciples. He does not come to fill us with 

anxiety, but to still our anxious souls. He does not come to rain fire 

from heaven down onus, but he comes to baptize us with the Holy 

Spirit and with fire. He comes to gather his wheat into the granary 
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and to burn the chaff with unquenchable fire. He comes to ignite a 

fire within us. 

I don’t know what happened to my Uncle Harold, finally. As 

his life was pretty much a mess, so was his death – at least, that’s 

what I’m told. There’s always hope, as when Jesus turned to the 

thief on the cross who repented in the eleventh hour of his life.  

It’s never too late to change your heart, my friend. God does 

not give up on any of us. Despite where you are or where you’ve 

been or what you’ve done. No matter who you are, my friend, God 

can still change you. That’s the message of Advent and Christmas. 

God can wipe away your sinful desires and your selfish ways, and 

he can replace them with fruit that is worthy of repentance.   

You don’t have to do anything to prepare for Christ. Christ is 

coming again whether you’re ready or not. But you can prepare the 

way of the Lord. You can prepare for the coming of Christ in the 

interim – when we celebrate his first coming each and every 

Christmas. You can prepare by turning away from the ways of the 

world and returning to the way of Jesus Christ. You can prepare by 
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sharing his story with others. Because the simple tale of Mary and 

Joseph, of angels and shepherds and wise men, of stars and other 

celestials events signaling the birth of a baby – which all seems 

like nonsense to many people today who pride themselves on being 

sophisticated and urbane – this is nothing more than a simple tale 

of a mother’s love for her baby, and nothing less than the story of 

God’s love for the world.  

Y’all know my love of Garrison Keillor who appears every 

week on the national Public Radio on A Prairie Home Companion. 

What I wouldn’t give to be able to tell a story the way he does. 

One year, he recast the Christmas Story in his own inimitable 

fashion, emphasizing not the glitz and glamour of the story as 

we’re used to hearing and seeing it Hollywood-style, but the story 

as it really must have been, in all its original crudity: 

Joseph, the honorable man who was shamed by the news of 

his wife’s condition. Mary, the fragile teenager who was shunted 

away from her home and family so as not to bring further infamy 

on them. And then the cruelty of that long trip to Bethlehem, and 
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having to give birth to her baby son, not in a hospital or an inn or 

any other place that even remotely resembles the sanitation and 

hygiene that you and I take for granted, but in a stable, among the 

filth and squalor of the beasts.  

And Keillor ends his monologue with a simple plea to all of 

us who are listening: “If this story is true, then it ought to be 

believed. If its’ not, then we have no business celebrating it.” 

Prepare the way of the Lord. Amen.   

 

 

   

 

 

 

 

   

 

 


