
Straight Ways, Not Crooked   
a sermon delivered by Rev. Scott Dalgarno on Dec. 9, 2018 
based on Luke 3:1-6 
 
In the fifteenth year of the reign of Emperor Tiberius, when Pontius Pilate was 
governor of Judea, and Herod was ruler of Galilee, and his brother Philip, ruler of 
the region of Ituraea and Trachonitis, and Lysanias ruler of Abilene,  during the 
high priesthood of Annas and Caiaphas, the word of God came to … (wait for it)  
John son of Zechariah in the wilderness. 
 
Luke begins his gospel with a list of the notable figures of 30 AD, but to whom did 
God’s word come in that day?  A peasant named John, known as “the baptizer,” 
way out in the boonies.  To give you a modern corresponding idea, listen to this. 
 
In the 7th year of the rule of Premier Nikita Khrushchev, Elizabeth the 2nd being 
Queen of England and Harold McMillan being her first minister.  John Kennedy 
being President of the United States and his brother Robert, Attorney General,  
the principle religious leaders of the day, Pope John XXIII and the Rev. Billy 
Graham -- in this day the word of God came to a tiny Romanian nun, known as 
Sr Teresa, in a wretched hole called Calcutta. 
 
John was no better known in his day than Sr. Teresa was in 1961.  He was a 
grasshopper-eater running around naked in the wastes of Judea. He drew some 
attention out there, but it wasn’t exactly the kind of attention you’d want anyone 
you loved (or were connected to) drawing, at least to begin with.   
 
The daily paper I subscribed to until 12 years ago was the Medford Mail Tribune, 
from Southern Oregon.  Earlier this week, in the Community section you could 
find the following …  The Rogue Suncatchers Social Nudist Group will be holding 
a Christmas Tree hunt followed by their annual Christmas Potluck on Saturday 
Dec. 8.  All are welcome.   
 
If you were ever curious as to what nudists do in December, there’s your answer.  
   
Living where he did, John didn’t often have to think about snow and, ironically, he 
never thought about Christmas.  Luke tells us that “John went into all the region 
around the Jordan, proclaiming a baptism of repentance.” 
 
Repentance.  There is a word fallen on hard times.  What does it mean? 
 
I remember a Baptist church I went to for a month in my 13th year.  Every Sunday 
the preacher delivered just about the same sermon. He always began with a bad 
joke and always ended with a call for repentance.  In the middle, he usually drew 
for us a grotesque picture of hell yawning before us and a mighty choice to be 
made and made right away.   



When he was just about done, but not quite, he would signal the organist and 
she would start that beautiful hymn,  “Just as I am without one plea.” 
 
People would come forward; I was very moved.  But by about the 3rd week, I 
noticed something.  It was the same half dozen people going forward every 
week. 
 
They would look so miserable, standing there on view, Sunday after Sunday.  It 
seemed to me that something wasn’t taking for them. I’d gone forward once.  
Wasn’t that enough? I didn’t get it.   
 
Repentance?   No this was not repentance I was seeing. What I witnessed was 
something else.  Remorse, maybe. Some great sorry feeling … which is just fine, 
but NOT repentance. 
 
So, what is remorse?  Remorse is like driving into a major mud hole and your 
tires are spinning.  They are digging deeper trenches every time you hit the gas. 
 
Remorse is about tramping around in the mud yourself, cursing your bad 
judgement for going a little off-road on a rainy day. 
 
Repentance begins with the sure and certain knowledge that you are stuck and 
that despite everything you have been telling yourself to the contrary, you need 
some help. 
 
The thing about remorse is that it doesn’t get you anywhere.  But repentance 
does.  Frederick Bueckner says, "To repent is to come to your senses. It is not so 
much something you do as something that happens. True repentance spends 
less time looking at the past and saying, "I'm sorry," than to the future and 
saying, "Wow!"" 
 
It’s the beginning of something – the road to something better. It’s waking up and 
thinking, “I need to do something with my life. Before it’s over.   
 
Think of the first of the 12 steps in AA: “We admitted that we were powerless . . . 
That our lives had become unmanageable.”  That is repentance. 
 
Repentance is not a great undertaking.  Rather, it is a great giving up. Without 
this step, none of the other eleven can follow. 
 
Repentance is, in fact, the place of grace from which we can say those words of 
sublime surrender about being powerless. Repentance is finding yourself – your 
true self.  After all that sorry struggle. It is to begin to face toward God.  
 
So, it’s not remorse, it is an end to remorse. 



You who are readers, writers and journalists will remember this bit of history:  
after being featured in Oprah Winfrey’s famous book club, the memoir, A Million 
Little Pieces, by James Frey sold 3.5 million copies.   
 
That was back in 2005.  Controversy erupted though when questions about the 
author’s honesty began to circulate.  Not one to surrender happily, Oprah went 
on Larry King Live to defend Frey, saying that the questions were “much ado 
about nothing” and that Frey had told the “essential truth” about his life, even if 
some of the facts were exaggerated.   
 
But the controversy wouldn’t die. Well, weeks later after more damning evidence 
came to light, Oprah went on her own show to apologize and to say, “I left the 
impression that the truth does not matter.  I am deeply sorry about that, because 
that is not what I believe.  To everyone who has challenged me on this issue of 
truth, you are absolutely right.” 
 
That was not remorse. That was repentance. Repentance is about getting in 
touch again with yourself – your true self, and being glad you did.   
 
Repentance is what can happen when you come home from a camping trip or a 
river trip where you carried all that you needed for two weeks on your back or in 
your little boat  -- and then you walk in your front door and you read your mail or 
email and you find yourself overwhelmed with all you own, and all that owns you. 
 
Or it’s returning home from another country where you saw children who were so 
thin, who had nothing, who go barefoot – and who looked … serenely happy. 
 
All of a sudden everything in life looks different to you.  One way of life dissolves, 
and another threatens to take its place. But here’s the point.  The one that 
threatens to take its place seems more genuine, more you, more home.   
 
Luke borrows an image for that great longing for home from Isaiah: 
 

Every valley shall be filled,  
  and every mountain and hill shall be made low,  
 and the crooked shall be made straight,  
  and the rough ways made smooth. 
 
He rejoices that a new future is opening up – and it offers a way home.  
 
I’ve said it several times before. I find that there are two basic messages in the 
Bible; only two:  Wake up  and Grow up.     
 
John is identified as --  “The voice of one crying out in the wilderness:   He’s 
saying to everyone,  “Wake up!”  ‘Prepare the way of the Lord, make God’s paths 
straight.’” 



We call him John the Baptist, but he’s more like John the Prophet.   
 
He’s not standing out in some desert lost;  He’s standing out in the desert where 
there is nothing to hinder his vision;  out in a remote region where there is no 
traffic, no phony trappings, no religious authority, nothing to get too attached to. 
 
That made John very special.  According to all the gospel writers, he was 
someone with vision who saw something huge coming on the horizon of history.   
 
When I think of him I think of Winston Churchill in mid-career. Churchill’s official 
biographer, Martin Gilbert, poured the great man’s life into 8 volumes. Volume  
# 6 was titled,  “The Wilderness Years.” It was about Churchill in the 1930s. 
 
He was 55  years old, out of office. He had never recovered his reputation from a 
disaster at Gallipoli in World War I that he was blamed for.  He had no prospects 
for the future. Left alone, he began writing his memoirs.  He was in a wilderness.  
But like John, he was not lost in the it.  No, he was in a place where he could see 
the future.   
  
From that lonely perch, without the encumbrance of ambition or office, he warned 
the nations of Europe that the new charismatic leader in Germany would soon 
eat them all for breakfast. 
 
“Time to Wake Up !”  Like John the Baptist, his watch-word was, “Prepare.”   
“England needs to prepare.” 
 
Now, interestingly, sometimes repentance, the subject of this sermon, is required 
from a person who is meant in some way to become an agent to midwife the new 
reality I’ve been speaking of; a change in history in which human beings can 
reclaim their own souls. Let me illustrate … 
 
In 1966 Jimmy Carter ran for Governor of Georgia.  He came in a poor 3rd that 
year. Carter took a quick break and then spent most of the next four years 
running for governor again.  He was able to do this because of a character who 
offered him his own airplane, gasoline, and personal services.   
 
Speaking of this four year campaign, Jimmy Carter said,“ I shook hands with 
everybody in the state of Georgia.” 

 
When it appeared he might well win this time, his campaign team found out that 
the fellow providing the airplane had a questionable financial past.      
 
“Get rid of him,’ they said.   
Jimmy said,  “I can’t”        
“Ask him what he wants if you win,” they said.  



On the very last flight of the campaign Jimmy was piloting the plane.  His 
supporter and owner of the airplane appeared to go to sleep.  Suddenly, the 
engine failed. Jimmy panicked.  The fellow woke up and said, “You have to 
switch-on the spare gas tank.” 

 
They landed safely and Jimmy asked the fellow the long delayed question: 
“Okay,  what is it you want?” 

 
The fellow said,  “Not much. Not a job, not money – just a promise: That when 
you are elected you’ll say that you believe that it’s time to end racial segregation 
in the South.” 

 
Jimmy said, “ I’d like to but I can’t do that. I’m the protégé of Lester Maddox.” The 
outgoing governor.”  

        
“That’s all I want,” the fellow says, and he produced paper and a pen.  Carter, 
who believed he was obligated, signed it.  And he was elected. It was 1970.    

   
Inauguration day comes, he takes the oath of office on the capitol steps just a 
few feet away from Lester Maddox. And Jimmy Carter says: “ It’s time to end 
racial segregation in the South.” 
 
Five months later TIME magazine puts him on the cover under the title,  Dixie 
Whistles a Different Tune.    
 
As a result Carter is chosen over all other Southerners to be part of a new 
Trilateral Commission. His future course is set, a course that had begun with a 
demonstration of repentance.      
 
I should add that repentance has nothing to do with the usual stereotypical idea 
of merely feeling sorry about yourself, or for yourself. 
 
Repentance is not a matter of listing all the things you wish you had not done in 
your life and feeling badly about them, as if by some means your regrets could 
dilute those things.  
 
Nor is repentance about wishing you were a better person, as if God might be 
persuaded to overlook them if you could convince God how very sorry you were. 
Not at all. No, it’s NOT about any of the subterfuge we might substitute for the 
real thing.   
 
For instance, Pete Rose, as you know, was given a lifetime ban from the sport of 
baseball because it was proved that he had bet on baseball games when he was 
a player and manager.  It took him a long time to admit it, and then when he did, 
he found a way to capitalize on it.   
 



Do you remember how?  He sold signed baseballs with the words, “I’m sorry I bet 
on baseball,” hand printed on each one.  They went for $299 a pop at first.  Now 
they are only $139  (if you’re looking for just the right gift for someone this year).  
Pete Rose has made a lot of money on appearing to be repentant.  Oh, well.  
 
Now, as plenty of us could say, this business of genuine repentance is no easy 
thing.  It’s darn hard to go a new way.  Our old ways tug at us. And not just from 
the outside (this is important)  they tug us from the inside, too.  Here’s a story 
from SUN magazine, told by an anonymous woman, that illustrates that perfectly. 
 
AT LAST I AM FREE from his disapproving sighs, his continual texts, and his 
never-ending questions about who I am with, what I am doing, and when I will be 
home. No more waking at 2 AM after working a double shift to find him glaring at 
me because I said something two days ago to upset him, or because he had a 
dream about my infidelity. No more being escorted to lunch because he doesn’t 
trust me to be alone. No more having my cellphone use monitored. No more 
enduring his explosive outbursts because I didn’t change out of an outfit he’d 
deemed inappropriate. No more seeing him sitting in the parking lot across from 
my job, spying on me. No more having him check the mileage on my car to be 
certain I am driving only to and from work. No more arguments about anything, 
everything, nothing at all. 
 
A new man whispers in my ear now and marks my neck with his passion and 
assures me of his devotion. But the other man started out sweet, too. Already I 
feel the noose tightening. My circle of friends is shrinking. This new man 
monopolizes my free time. He says he just loves me so much. Though I am not 
entirely free of the first marriage yet, he speaks of making me his wife. I have 
promised myself that I will never walk that path again, but my feet remember the 
way. 

“But my feet remember the way.”  I don’t want to blame the victim here, but 
sometimes you and I are complicit in things that threaten to sink us.  We do stuff 
to ourselves. 

Let me close by repeating what I said earlier.  Repentance begins with the sure 
and certain knowledge that you are stuck, and that despite everything you have 
been telling yourself to the contrary, you need some help. It’s the beginning of 
something – the road to something better.  
 
"To repent is to come to your senses … repentance spends less time looking at 
the past and saying, "I'm sorry," than to the future and saying, "Wow!""   
 
Amen 


