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Preacher: Christopher McLaren  
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Title: Hearts that can grow – Johnny B. Sunday  
Text: Matthew 3: 1-12, Mark 1:1-8, John 1 
           How the Grinch Stole Christmas by Dr. Seuss  
 
Ah, John the Baptist, or Johnny B. as I prefer to call him. He is such a cute guy, in a 
rugged sort of way. I mean what’s not to like about camel hair fashion, Jordan River 
Birkenstocks, genuine leather accessories, and a healthy organic La Montanita Co-op 
kind of granola diet of locusts and wild honey.  There’s little wonder that this 
prophet of the Lord was so popular. I mean people from all over streamed to him, so 
to speak. Evidently, they went out to hear his gentle non-threatening message. 
“Repent, for the kingdom of heaven is near.” The Pharisees are suspicious and 
threatened by Johnny B. so they question him about who he really is, but all he can 
tell them is that he’s the opening act and there is one far greater coming after him.  
 
I’ve always found the message of John so comforting, Change! change now, because 
God is coming and he’s sharpening his axe. Yikes!  Not only was his message clear 
and straightforward, Johnny our brother kind and good, had no problem telling 
religious types the not-too-politically-correct truth about themselves, “You 
whitewashed tombs,” he called them playfully.  
 
Johnny B. is so approachable and warm, and like many of the prophets, he had a 
kind of edgy charm.  
 
In today’s reading we get a pretty tame and small dose of Johnny B. But there is a lot 
more material to consider like his brief sermon delivered riverside in Matthew:  
 
But when he saw many Pharisees and Sadducees coming for baptism, he said to 
them. “You brood of vipers! Who warned you to flee from the wrath to come? Bear 
fruit worthy of repentance. Do not presume to say to yourselves, ‘We have Abraham 
as our ancestor;’ for I tell you, God is able to raise up from these stones children of 
Abraham. Even now the ax is lying at the root of the trees; every tree that does not 
bear good fruit is cut down and thrown into the fire (Matthew 3). 
 
Johnny B. is not interested in people’s empty promises. He is a man of action. He is 
searching for fruit, the fruit of changed lives, of repentance, of people deciding to 
move in a Godward direction even if is difficult or costly. This past week I saw a new 
bumper sticker that was oddly on the passenger side door of an old Toyota, that 
read “Jesus wants spiritual fruit, not religious nuts.” Many may have thought Johnny 
B. a religious nut, out in the wilderness inviting any and all to wade into the murky 
waters of the Jordan, wriggle their toes in the mud and be plunged beneath those 
waters in the hopes of allowing the living God to get ahold of your soul in a new way.  
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John’s methods out there in the wilderness were not flowery or erudite or nuanced. 
In fact, he probably wouldn’t have been a very popular Episcopalian preacher. He 
was a bit too rough around the edges. But John’s preaching and preparations went 
right to the heart of the matter. John was a physician of the soul and souls 
sometimes need straight talk and some rather rough handling to come to life again.  
What Johnny B. seemed to know more than anyone else at the time, was that God 
desires our hearts. God wants the center of each person, not just a polite corner of 
our life. God wants us heart and soul. God wants us to open ourselves to the 
mysterious work of the Spirit, to being shaped and expanded into God’s person in 
the world. Johnny was just that, a person alive to God, wild-eyed and open to the 
Spirits leading in the wilderness, ready to dive beneath the surface of life and into 
the murky depths of the kingdom of God wherever it took him and whomever he 
might offend.  
 
For Johnny B. the oft repeated business wisdom of, “location, location, location,” 
meant don’t make it easy on people. If it is worth having they will go to the trouble 
to get there even it is in the Judean outback. And people did just that. They packed a 
lunch, picked up their trekking poles and made the hike out to encounter John’s 
strange preaching. And the people who flocked to John were not disappointed. The 
message that this wild and uncivilized river-prophet delivered stirred the hearts 
of his listeners deeply – the old ways are about to give way to something new; the 
old world was yielding to a new world. This “One” who was coming, God’s chosen 
one, would initiate this new way in his very person and it would change their hearts 
and lives.  
 
Now I have to make a confession, on this Gaudete Sunday, the third Sunday of 
Advent, (note Mother Sylvia’s Rose/Pink vestments that’s some wonderful liturgical 
gear) it seemed the right thing to have some fun and finds some refreshment, even 
laughter in the midst of this pandemic.  And so, I have in my mind a rather wild 
connection to this scruffy preacher of the raw truth. Perhaps it was the brood-of-
vipers thing that got my imagination going but I’ll never quite know for sure. For 
strange and hilarious reason, the story of Johnny B. has become linked for me to 
another great story, albeit one that cannot by any stretch of the imagination be 
described as sacred, or can it?   
 
The story begins like this:  

 
Every Who down in Who-ville liked Christmas a lot… 
 
But the Grinch,  
Who lived just north of Who-ville, did not!  
 
The Grinch hated Christmas! The whole Christmas season!  
 
Now, please don’t ask why. No one quite knows the reason.  
It could be his head wasn’t screwed on just right. 
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It could be, perhaps, that his shoes were too tight.  
But I think that the most likely reason of all 
May have been that his heart was two sizes too small.  

 
The Grinch, it seems could use the message of Johnny B. He could use a change of 
heart. He hates Christmas, and the Whos of Who-ville. He hates noise, and roast 
beast and the Who’s Holiday feast. He hates mistletoe wreaths and Who children 
enjoying their games, he hates Christmas cheer and the songs and the dance. He 
hates Christmas and would stop it from coming if given the chance.  
 
Of course, most of you probably know the whole story of How the Grinch Stole 
Christmas, which is not actually part of the Apocrypha. But it is, I believe helpful as 
an interpretive tool, a hermeneutical sidecar, so you’ll have to humor me a bit today 
as I think we all need a little levity along with our need of repentance.  
 

 The Grinch got an idea. An awful idea! The Grinch got a wonderful, awful idea 
to disguise himself like Saint Nick and steal Christmas from the Whos of Who-
ville while they slept in their beds.  
 
So, the Grinch with his trusty dog Max made their way to Who-ville with an 
empty sleigh ready to steal Christmas away. Inside the Who’s houses: 
 
He slithered and slunk, with a smile most unpleasant, 
around the whole room, and he took every present.   
 
Then he slunk to the icebox.  
He took the Who’s feast! 
He took the Who-pudding.  
He took the roast-beast!  

 
The only thing he hadn’t bargained for was getting caught in the act of stealing 
Christmas. After taking the presents and the Who’s Holiday feast, he was busy 
stuffing the tree up the chimney:  
 

When he heard a small sound like the coo of a dove.  
He turned around fast, and he saw a small Who! 
Little Cindy-Lou Who, who was not more than two.  
 
The Grinch had been caught by this tiny Who daughter 
Who’d got out of bed for a cup of cold water.  
She stared at the Grinch and said, “Santy Claus, why,  
Why are you taking our Christmas tree? Why?  

 
Little Cindy-Lou Who provides the Grinch with a moment of reflection, just as 
Johnny B. does for those who made the trip to the muddy waters of the Jordan river. 
“Who warned you to flee from the wrath to come?”  
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But, you know, that old Grinch was so smart and so slick 
He thought up a lie, and he thought it up quick!  
“Why, my sweet little tot,” the fake Santy Claus lied,  
“There’s a light on this tree that won’t lite on one side.  
So, I’m taking it home to my workshop, my dear.  
“I’ll fix it up there and bring it back here.”  
And his fib fooled the child. The he patted her head 
And he got her a drink and he sent her to bed.  
And when Cindy-Lou who went to bed with her cup,  
He went to the chimney and stuffed the tree up.  

 
After plundering the homes of the rest of Who-ville, The Grinch drove away with all 
the Whos’ Christmas, packed up in his sleigh, the presents, the ribbons, the 
wrappings, the tinsel and tags.  
 
He drove it Three Thousand feet up! Up the side of Mt. Crumpit, He rode with his load 
to tiptop to dump it!  
 
As the Grinch prepares to dump the sleigh full of Christmas over the cliff he expects 
to hear the sound of sadness and mourning from Who-ville below, but instead the 
sound that he hears is Merry.  
 

Every Who down in Who-ville, the tall and the small  
Was singing! Without any presents at all.  
He hadn’t stopped Christmas from coming! It came! 
Somehow or other it came just the same.  
 
And the Grinch, with his Grinch-feet ice-cold in the snow,  
Stood puzzling and puzzling: “How could this be so?  
“It came without ribbons! It came without tags!  
“It came without packages, boxes and bags!”  
And he puzzled three hours, till his puzzler was sore.  
Then the Grinch thought of something he hadn’t before!  
 
“Maybe Christmas,” he thought, “doesn’t come from a store.  
“Maybe Christmas… perhaps… means a little bit more!”  
 
And what happened then…? 
Well… in Who-ville they say 
That the Grinch’s small heart 
Grew three sizes that day!  
And the minute his heart didn’t feel quite so tight, 
He whizzed with his load through the bright morning light! 
And he brought back the toys! And the food and the feast!  
And he... He himself...!  
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The Grinch carved the roast beast! 
 
There is hope for us whose hearts are perhaps a size or more too small.  Even the 
Grinch’s cold heart can grow, even he can be changed with his “Grinch feet ice-cold 
in the snow.” 
 
Johnny B.’s message of repentance is meant to puzzle us too, to puzzle us till our 
puzzlers are sore, to make us wonder if perhaps there is more. Repentance is not 
about feeling bad about yourself. It is about being changed, about allowing God to 
enlarge your heart.  
 
It is never too late for a change of heart. God does not give up on us. God’s hand is on 
our lives even now. No matter who we are, what failures we’ve been party to, what 
messes we’ve made, what half-hearted creatures we’ve been, God can still bring us 
into new life.  God can transform us by the power of the Spirit, burn away our sinful 
desires, soften our selfish ways, fill us with compassion that we lack, teach us how to 
forgive, give us the courage to risk love again, and heal our woundedness. God can 
fire our hearts with the wildness of his holiness and turn us in a Godward direction.  
God can fill us with heart expanding love if we are only willing to turn toward that 
love.   
 
Repentance simply means that you are willing to expand your heart. John’s message 
was true long ago on the muddy banks of the Jordan River and it is true today. God 
wants to expand your heart, and that is the real meaning of repentance. Listen to 
John, let Advent do its mysterious work, of slowing you down and opening you up to 
what God wants to do.  
 
Perhaps this short poem by a rather unassuming woman from Wisconsin, a former 
teacher and hospital chaplain might invite you into a new kind of Advent, a new kind 
of waiting in the midst of pandemic. Catherine M. O’Meara wrote this poem on 
March 13th, quite early in our pandemic life but it speaks loudly just as Johnny B’s 
words do from the Jordon long ago.  
 
In the Time of Pandemic 
 Kitty  Spirit Level March 16, 2020 

And the people stayed home. 
And they listened, and read books, and rested, and exercised, and made art, and 
played games, and learned new ways of being, and were still. 
And they listened more deeply. Some meditated, some prayed, some danced. 
Some met their shadows. And the people began to think differently. 
And the people healed. 
And, in the absence of people living in ignorant, dangerous, and heartless ways, 
the earth began to heal. 
And when the danger passed, and the people joined together again, they 
grieved their losses, and made new choices, and dreamed new images, and 
created new ways to live and heal the earth fully, as they had been healed. 
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God wants your heart to grow, Repent, for the kingdom of heaven has come near. 
Repent with Joy for God wants to grow your heart!  
 
 


