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Today, at least on the liturgical calendar, is St. John the Baptist’s day. 

It’s called that not just because it’s six months from Christmas, but 

because this season represents the counterpoint to Christmas. 

Christmas is when it is because it reminds us as then days start to get 

longer that light is coming into the world - that darkness is in retreat. 

Today as the days begin to get shorter, the church’s calendar reminds 

us that our lives reflect the pledge of John the Baptist: I must decrease, 

so he can increase.  

It’s about attitude, and attitude is everything.  

Harry Emerson Fosdick once told how as a child, his mother sent him to 

pick a quart of raspberries. Reluctantly he dragged himself to the berry 

patch. His afternoon was ruined for sure. Then a thought hit him. He 

would surprise his mother and pick two quarts of raspberries instead of 

one. Rather than drudgery his work now became a challenge. He 

enjoyed picking those raspberries so much that fifty years later that 

incident was still fresh in his mind. The job hadn't changed. His attitude 

had, though, and attitude is everything. 

A chaplain was speaking to a soldier on a cot in a hospital. 

“You have lost an arm in the great cause,” he said. 

“No,” said the soldier with a smile. “I didn’t lose it--I gave it.” Attitude is 

everything.  

The noted English architect Sir Christopher Wren was supervising the 

construction of a magnificent cathedral in London. A journalist thought 

it would be interesting to interview some of the workers, so he chose 

three and asked them this question, “What are you doing?” 

The first replied, “I’m cutting stone for 10 shillings a day.” 
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The next answered, “I’m putting in 10 hours a day on this job.” 

But the third said, “I’m helping Sir Christopher Wren construct one of 

London’s greatest cathedrals.” Attitude is everything.  

Both the hummingbird and the vulture fly over the deserts. All vultures 

see is rotting meat, because that is what they look for. They thrive on 

that diet. But hummingbirds ignore the smelly flesh of dead animals. 

Instead, they look for the colorful blossoms of desert plants. The 

vultures live on what was. They live on the past. They fill themselves 

with what is dead and gone. But hummingbirds live on what is. They 

seek new life. They fill themselves with freshness and life. Each bird 

finds what it is looking for. And attitude is everything.  

You might have noticed that this morning’s scripture passage is the 

same as it was last week. That’s not an accident. The goal of this series 

was always to show us what it means to be a people of preparation, 

because God is about to do something amazing in our midst. But to get 

there we had to wade through the swampiness of sin as John confronts 

it and the centrality of baptism and the centrality of a Trinitarian unity 

among the church rooted in our commitment to each other.  

When Beth and I were in Costa Rica a coupe of years ago, and walked 

through the cloud forest, some of the most beautiful, majestic trees 

that you’ve ever seen draw your attention skyward. And it’s easy to 

forget, in those moments, that the most beautiful flowers you’ve ever 

seen are at the bottom. The same is true with this passage. There are 

so many big things to see that we might miss one of the most beautiful 

phrases in the New Testament.  

Let me read it for you again:  14 John would have prevented him, saying, 

“I need to be baptized by you, and do you come to me?” 15 But Jesus 
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answered him, “Let it be so now; for it is proper for us in this way to 

fulfill all righteousness.” Then he consented. 

How you respond to God, is more important than what you do for God.  

We live in a culture where everything is quantified. There’s no time for 

stillness, because there’s always something that needs to be done; no 

room for simplicity because apple is going to put out another new 

iPhone this fall; no desire for discipleship, because Jesus might actually 

ask us to change something about ourselves. The world tells us in no 

uncertain terms that your success in life depends on whether or not 

you’ve done everything in your power to set yourself up for that 

success. Everything is measured. This morning, I got an email with the 

title: 7 reasons sermons flop. Everything is measured, and when 

everything is measured, everything becomes quantified. And when 

everything is quantified, everything is commoditized. And when 

everything is commoditized, everything is consumed. And when 

everything is consumed, nothing is holy anymore.  

John knew this impulse well when he said, wait Jesus – this is 

backwards. I need to be the one baptized by you. I need to follow you, 

be your disciple. I need to be put to work; I need to be measurable; I 

need to be useful.  

But Jesus’ rebuke stands as a reminder that our attitude is more 

important than our actions. If we want to become a people of 

preparation, how we respond to God has to be more important than 

what we do for God.  

And that’s a strange thing to say in a mainline church, because our 

tradition has never particularly focused on creating Christian character; 

that’s never been our goal because it’s never needed to be. Our 
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tradition was formed in a time when everybody was Christian by 

default, so our activities were the only way we could differentiate 

ourselves from each other.  

Action became our way of being and Discipleship became a process of 

teaching people to act like Christians instead of actually become 

Christians.  And when the world woke up and realized they could take 

our actions without needing to buy into the hard truths that 

underwrote them, we were left wondering how we can continue to be 

the church.  

The answer is as simple as Jesus response to John: if you want to be a 

people of preparation; if you want to experience the big thing that God 

is about to do in the world, your attitude needs to be more important 

than your actions. How you respond to god is more important than 

what you do for god.  

None of that is to say that actions don’t matter; actions matter - show 

me your faith apart from actions, and I’ll show you my faith by my 

actions – but what this passage reminds us of is that attitude needs to 

be our first act. How we respond to God has to come before what we 

do for God.  

Because John’s intentions aren’t bad, it’s just that his focus is off. Strip 

away all the trappings and what John is really saying is “I still want this 

to be all about me somehow. I still want to be useful. I still want to 

matter.” There’s fear there. Fear of irrelevance; fear of insignificance; 

fear of failure - how often do we hold onto action out of nothing more 

than fear of the future? But Jesus speaks into that fear, and says of 

course you’re irrelevant. I’m the only one that never changes. But that 

means that when I told you I loved you once, that nothing can ever 
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change that.  Of course you’re insignificant. I created every star in the 

sky and I know them by name. They twinkle at my command. But I 

made you too, and I formed you in your mother’s womb, knitted you 

together, and then I placed my seal of approval on you and made you in 

my image.  Of course the future is scary, but I have ordered every single 

one of your days like I know every single hair on your head.   

Fear is the enemy of attitude. But fear bows down at the sovereignty of 

God.  

And so John consents. John puts his attitude ahead of his actions and 

does what Jesus asks him to do. Does he understand it? Does he see 

the whole picture? Does he know the implications? I don’t think so. But 

he feels Jesus gaze penetrating his defenses and in the moment he sees 

Jesus as he really is, he begins to see himself through Jesus’ eyes. His 

attitude begins to shift.  

An attitude adjustment isn’t instantaneous though. Attitude is 

something we cultivate, and there are lots of ways to grow your heart. 

My challenge to you is to pick a couple of these. Grab a copy of this 

message from the welcome desk if you want a full list, or check it out 

on the website later on this week. But here are some time tested ways 

to build an attitude of discipleship into your heart:  

 

Meditate – spend time alone with your thoughts. Take each one as they 

come and bring them to God; no judgement, just you and God. 

Prayer – the statistics on Presbyterians and prayer are pretty dismal. 

Try it for a week, start each day by letting God remind you that this is 

the day that the lord has made, so we should rejoice and be glad in it.  



6 
 

Fasting – give up something you love for a week and take the time you 

would have spent with it doing something you know you need to work 

on 

Study – find someone you can read the bible with and read it together. 

Give yourself permission not to know the answers, but take time to ask 

the questions 

Simplicity – take a look at your budget and ask how much you spend on 

yourself and how much do you give away 

Solitude – spend time alone this week reflecting on who God has made 

you to be 

Submission – ask yourself whether there are areas of your life that are 

all about you 

Service – find something to get involved in that brings joy to someone 

else 

Confession – sins can be acts of commission or omission; are there 

wrong things you know you do or right things you’ve left undone? 

Admit first to yourself then to God that you’re not perfect and that you 

need help  

Worship – Ask yourself if worshipping is a first thought or an 

afterthought? What attitude did you come in with today?  

Guidance – find someone you admire and ask them to spend time with 

you in pursuit of cultivating your heart 

Celebration – God has been good to you. Find a time and place to 

acknowledge that truth with others. 

Attitude over actions. How you respond to God matters more than 

what you do for God.   


