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Isaiah 11:1-10 
A shoot shall come out from the stump of Jesse, 
    and a branch shall grow[a] out of his roots. 
 
2  
The spirit of the Lord shall rest on him, 
    the spirit of wisdom and understanding, 
    the spirit of counsel and might, 
    the spirit of knowledge and the fear of the Lord. 
 
3  
His delight shall be in the fear of the Lord. 
He shall not judge by what his eyes see 
    or decide by what his ears hear, 
 
4  
but with righteousness he shall judge for the poor 
    and decide with equity for the oppressed of the earth; 
he shall strike the earth with the rod of his mouth, 
    and with the breath of his lips he shall kill the wicked. 
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5  
Righteousness shall be the belt around his waist 
    and faithfulness the belt around his loins. 
6  
The wolf shall live with the lamb; 
    the leopard shall lie down with the kid; 
the calf and the lion will feed[b] together, 
    and a little child shall lead them. 
 
7  
The cow and the bear shall graze; 
    their young shall lie down together; 
    and the lion shall eat straw like the ox. 
 
8  
The nursing child shall play over the hole of the asp, 
    and the weaned child shall put its hand on the adder’s 
den. 
 
9  
They will not hurt or destroy 
    on all my holy mountain, 
for the earth will be full of the knowledge of the Lord 
    as the waters cover the sea. 
10 On that day the root of Jesse shall stand as a signal to 
the peoples; the nations shall inquire of him, and his 
dwelling shall be glorious. 
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– 
 
In those days John the Baptist appeared in the wilderness 
of Judea, proclaiming, 2 “Repent, for the kingdom of 
heaven has come near.”[a] 3 This is the one of whom the 
prophet Isaiah spoke when he said, 
“The voice of one crying out in the wilderness: 
‘Prepare the way of the Lord; 
    make his paths straight.’ ” 
4 Now John wore clothing of camel’s hair with a leather 
belt around his waist, and his food was locusts and wild 
honey. 5 Then Jerusalem and all Judea and all the region 
around the Jordan were going out to him, 6 and they were 
baptized by him in the River Jordan, confessing their sins. 
7 But when he saw many of the Pharisees and Sadducees 
coming for his[b] baptism, he said to them, “You brood of 
vipers! Who warned you to flee from the coming wrath? 8 
Therefore, bear fruit worthy of repentance, 9 and do not 
presume to say to yourselves, ‘We have Abraham as our 
ancestor,’ for I tell you, God is able from these stones to 
raise up children to Abraham. 10 Even now the ax is lying 
at the root of the trees; therefore every tree that does not 
bear good fruit will be cut down and thrown into the fire. 
11 “I baptize you with[c] water for repentance, but the one 
who is coming after me is more powerful than I, and I am 
not worthy to carry his sandals. He will baptize you with[d] 
the Holy Spirit and fire. 12 His winnowing fork is in his 
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hand, and he will clear his threshing floor and will gather 
his wheat into the granary, but the chaff he will burn with 
unquenchable fire.” 
 
– 
Who are our John the Baptists today?  This is the question 
on my mind, on Monday, in a wilderness moment.   
 
Gathered in the current wilderness - the liminal space 
between road and building, between parking lot and mall, 
on the grass and sidewalks outside the Burlington ICE 
facility.  Standing in that wilderness space, I recognize 
several John the Baptists, 2025. 
 
She is teaching us to sing.  “Your liberation is my liberation 
/ and my liberation is your liberation” Rev. Joan the 
Buddhist leader chants as she stands next to her friend 
Essau, whom we are here for on this chilly December 
morning. And somehow we are dancing, chanting, singing, 
even - yes even laughing.  She is teaching us joy that is 
determined, strong, bold even in the wilderness.  And she 
walks Essau right up to the door, and then she is turned 
away, so she stands on the grass.  She is singing. 
 
He has on a camel’s hair coat, maybe he bought it in the 
Macy’s across the parking lot, and a leather belt, too.  He 
looks the part of the dignified pastor.  He is carrying a 
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sign: Here for Essau.  He is walking in silence, in 
meditation, in a line around the building.  He is praying. 
 
She is wearing sturdy hiking boots because she is a New 
Englander, she has on hat and gloves, and a sign that has 
grown tattered after 33 Wednesdays here, and dozens of 
evenings in her town in Metrowest, bearing witness 
alongside members of her synagogue. The sign says, 
“Protect our immigrant neighbors!!”  Two exclamation 
points. The sign is on strings hung around her neck - 
easier on her back and shoulders.  She’s here for the long 
haul. She is looking for neon glow in the dark things to add 
to her sign for when she shows up in the wilderness in the 
dark of winter.   I ask Kathleen if I could name her in this 
sermon and she says yes.  She hugs me and says it’s 
good that we are here.  She is standing.  
 
He has created art - a medium for prophets these days.  
Did you see this at First Parish Lexington, this week?  
Joseph, Mary, and Jesus - as Matthew 2 remembers 
them.  Refugees, fleeing Herod, seeking safety in Egypt, 
far from home.  Joseph, Mary and Jesus - as he imagines 
refugees in 2025.  He is witnessing.1  
 
They are John the Baptist, preaching in the wilderness, in 
2025.  

 
1  Jonathan Barachowitz, artist.  “On the Way.” 
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John the Baptist made folks uncomfortable.  He shook 
things up.  He called people out.   
 
We are uncomfortable with the prophets around us, calling 
for change.   
 
Do you know what John the Baptist preached?  It doesn’t 
tell us in Matthew, but if you flip over to Luke 3, it says he 
preached some radical things: 
 
…The crowds asked him, “What, then, should we do?” 11 
In reply he said to them, “Whoever has two coats must 
share with anyone who has none, and whoever has food 
must do likewise.” 12 Even tax collectors came to be 
baptized, and they asked him, “Teacher, what should we 
do?” 13 He said to them, “Collect no more than the 
amount prescribed for you.” 14 Soldiers also asked him, 
“And we, what should we do?” He said to them, “Do not 
extort money from anyone by threats or false accusation, 
and be satisfied with your wages.” 
 
A radical prophecy, indeed.  In 2025 we are called to 
fairness, too. To sharing, to making sure everyone has 
enough and no one has too much, no one is cheated, and 
everyone has due process. Dignity and compassion.  
That’s what our 2025 prophets call out for.  
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People are compelled here, to the wilderness that is this 
mundane looking little office building.  They receive a 
summons in the mail or they are picked up by masked 
agents in unmarked vehicles.  They have routine 
appointments.  They are picked up at work, or on the way 
home from volleyball practice.  And this place is a 
wilderness, not the pleasant and restorative kind of 
wilderness.  The scary, unknown wilderness exists inside 
these doors.  On Monday, Essau does not come back out 
of this wilderness.  He is transported, away.   
 
Other people are drawn here, to this expanse of 
wilderness.  To gather in community, and prayer.  To 
speak up for people.  To be prophets in this moment.  To 
stand, to pray, to sing, to cry out for neighbors, to bear 
witness.  
 
To preach change, to believe in change, metanoia, to 
point the way to justice and peace, shalom, to point the 
way even in this expanse of wilderness. 
 
One among us Monday prays.  They echo a prophet of 80 
years ago, but on Monday they say: 
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First they came for the immigrants and refugees and I 
spoke up 
because immigrants and refugees are our neighbors. 
Then they came for transgender people and I spoke up 
because transgender people are our neighbors. 
 
Then they came for the poor and the vulnerable and I 
spoke up 
because the poor and vulnerable are our neighbors. 
Then they came for the aid workers, the federal workers, 
and the civil servants and I spoke up 
because they too are our neighbors. 
 
They came for the students, the teachers, and the 
universities and I spoke up 
because they too are our neighbors. 
Then they came for us and we spoke up because we are 
here together 
and we are called to love all our neighbors, no 
exceptions.2 
 
 

 
2 https://medium.com/@vonahnlisa/we-can-and-must-speak-up-b59a3ad1402d 
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