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Sermon, St. David’s Episcopal, Advent 3, Luke 3:7-18, Philippians 4:4-7 (Elizabeth Felicetti) 

“So with many other exhortations, John the Baptist proclaimed the good news to the people.” 

I love the way today’s reading ends with that line, because when we think about John the Baptist, 

in whose honor we lit the pink candle in the wreath today, “good news” might not be what first 

leaps to mind. Maybe repentance leaps to mind. Locusts. Or brood of vipers, which are not only 

the first words out of his mouth in today’s reading but his first words in all of Luke’s Gospel.  

Does “give half of your coats away” sound like good news? “Share your food”? “Someone is 

coming who will baptize you with fire and then burn the chaff with unquenchable fire”? 

What does good news mean in this context? 

Today is known as Rejoice Sunday, one of two Sundays a year, one in Advent and one during 

Lent, when we have rose-colored vestments and take special time for joy. This might seem weird 

given that we have the bug-eating Baptist ranting at us during this Sunday set aside for rejoicing. 

What does good news even mean? How do we rejoice? What is joy? 

Today Paul directs us to “Rejoice in the Lord always; again I will say, rejoice.” But this time of 

year is not joyful for everyone. The days are dark and sometimes cold. Here at St. David’s, we 

have lost two pillars of our community days apart while storms yesterday claimed lives in nearby 

states. This holiday season will be hard for their loved ones and holidays bring up a lot of 

baggage for many, which is why we hold a Longest Night service.  

When Paul tells the Philippians to rejoice, he writes to them from a prison cell. He isn’t a 

clueless guy imploring them to ignore the darkness and challenges in their lives and rejoice is 

different than an order to “be happy.” 

I came across something in a commentary this week that caused me to think differently about the 

second line in today’s piece from Paul, “Let your gentleness be known to everyone.” 

Honestly, when I think of the word “gentle,” the image that pops into my mind is the 1937 

Disney cartoon version of Snow White. That’s my first association with “gentleness.” I think of 

her with the little animated animals, singing. I probably should not admit that publicly, but I just 

did. 

This past week I read about gentleness is “the opposite of keeping score of wrongs done and 

seeking to get even.”1 The opposite of keeping score of wrongs done and seeking to get even. 

That’s a way of being gentle that I can get behind, and that I need to embrace as a Christian, 

because I have been known, I’m sorry to say, to hold a grudge. Grudges are not gentle. The same 

commentator also writes that gentleness “is not an ethic of niceness, but rather a new way of life 

made possible by Christ’s presence.”2 

 
1 Campbell, Cynthia, Commentary 1: Philippians 4:4-7, in Connections: A Lectionary Commentary for Preaching 

and Worship, Year C, Vol. 1, Louisville: Westminster John Knox, 2018, p. 40. 
2 Ibid, 40. 



2 

 

When Paul says “rejoice,” he does not mean bury your head in the sand and ignore the real 

problems in the world around us as well as in the church. (He was, remember, writing to a 

specific church that he loved, and he knew that all churches have problems.) When Paul writes, 

“let your gentleness be known to everyone,” he is not saying, “be a pushover and just say yes to 

everything.” Or, “Exhaust yourself for Jesus.” That is not the message of gentleness. It’s more 

along the lines of, stop keeping score. Be fair. Be kind. Be generous. Be gentle by caring about 

the other person. 

On this day when we honor our first Baptizer, remember this from our baptismal vows: seek and 

serve Christ in everyone, even your most annoying neighbor. You don’t have to let someone else 

walk all over you, but when encountering someone else, remember that they are beloved by 

Jesus, and try to see them through God’s loving eyes. 

I wonder if, when I think of the word “gentle,” I can stop thinking about Snow White and instead 

visualize John the Baptist. You all know that I adore JBap, but I had never thought about him as 

gentle until I ruminated on these readings this week.  

So the name-calling and the ax and the winnowing fork and the unquenchable fire may not be 

gentle; but I do like the way people come to him with questions and he answered them seriously. 

If you have two coats, share one, and do the same with food. Don’t collect extra taxes, Be 

satisfied with your wages.  

He isn’t telling them to be nice: he is promoting fruits worthy of repentance. Repent, remember, 

means changing direction. John’s not saying, get water sprinkled on your head and then go to 

brunch. He is saying, repent, be baptized, and change your life. Change your life. 

Has Jesus changed your life? Maybe you don’t remember life before you knew Christ. Maybe 

church on Sunday is just a pleasant pattern. I hope not, and for those of you who are here in 

person or on the livestream, sticking with church even after the last two years, I doubt that 

church is just a pattern for you. I hope that sitting here or wherever you are today, you hear good 

news in this wild baptizer’s message to repent. The message that we share here week after week 

is life-changing. The meal that we share here can be the most important meal we taste all week. 

And we aren’t finished when we walk away from the table: we are called, John reminds us, to 

bear fruits worthy of repentance. To give good things away. This is good news. 


