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Since it was first published in 1900, the Wonderful Wizard of Oz has been 
loved and cherished by millions.  You may be familiar with the story of Dorothy 
Gale, a brave, smart, young girl from the tired out farmland of Kansas who was 
magically transported into the amazing land of OZ where she made friends with a 
Scarecrow, Tin Man, and Lion by overcoming adversity as she made the journey 
she hoped would lead her home. It has been one of my favorites ever since my 
parents read it to me for the first time when I was 3. Over the years, author L. 
Frank Baum’s story has been adapted into a variety of plays, musicals, and 
movies. 

 One of the adaptations of the Wizard of OZ is a wonderful musical 
consisting of an all African American cast called The Wiz. The newest version of 
which was shown live on television this week. As a preteen girl, I also was an 
enormous Michael Jackson fan, and he played the role of the Scarecrow in the 
1982 movie version of the The Wiz, which I watched repeatedly during those 
preteen years. So I’m sure it comes as no surprise to you that I watched the live 
televised version broadcast this week. 

 However as I sat and watched it with my family, there was one scene that 
felt like I was watching it for the first time. It was the scene where Dorothy met 
the Scarecrow. In the Wiz, after Dorothy landed in Oz, she accidentally liberated a 
people called Munchkins when her house landed on and killed an evil witch who 
was oppressing them. After that, she learned in order to get home, which was her 
desire, she had to follow the yellow brick road to the Emerald City where a great 
magician called The Wiz was certain to help her. As she started out on her 
journey, Dorothy came across a Scarecrow stuck on a pole in a garden surrounded 
by crows.  In this version of the story, the crows could talk and so Dorothy 
listened in on the conversation between the Scarecrow and the crows. The 
conversation began with the Scarecrow asking the crows to let him get down off 
the pole so he could walk around. The crows, however, refused, and told the 
Scarecrow he wasn’t made to walk. The Scarecrow tried to reason with the crows 



to get them to change their mind, however no matter what he said, the crows 
always countered with put downs and dismissive arguments. Finally the crows got 
fed up with the Scarecrow and told him to sing a song they called the Crow 
Anthem, and he proceeded to sing one of the most hopeless songs I’ve ever 
heard. 

“You can’t win”, the song begins, “You can’t break even and you can’t get out of 
the game. People keep saying things will get better but they look just like they’re 
staying the same.” The song goes on by pretty much repeating the same theme. 
While I’ve seen The Wiz many times, this week as I watched it one more time, I 
found I noticed this song more than I ever have before. 

 The original writer of the song said his intention was to highlight the 
struggle African Americans feel, that no matter what they do, they can’t win. In 
his autobiography, Michael Jackson talked about this song, and said while he 
could certainly relate to it as an African American, he was sure it had a universal 
appeal as well.  In his autobiography he went on to say it wasn’t just the song, it 
was the whole scene from the Wiz with the crows and Scarecrow that spoke of a 
terrible hopelessness because the crows were able to convince the Scarecrow 
their ideas where the right ones. 

 That was when Dorothy came in, and challenged that hopelessness by 
saying she could help the Scarecrow get down. In that situation, Dorothy was the 
voice crying out that challenged the hopeless situation by saying change was 
possible, despite what the crows said. But while she could help, it was Scarecrow 
who was going to have make the change, she couldn’t do it for him. And he did; 
he got down off the pole, learned how to walk, and joined Dorothy on her 
adventure. 

 This scene from The Wiz reminded me of our Gospel today, where we 
heard another voice from another outsider crying that change is possible. 

 Today’s Gospel might not have crows oppressing scarecrows, but it does 
begin by naming some pretty powerful men who some might have called 
oppressive at the time. Many historians have criticized Luke’s Gospel by pointing 
out some discrepancies about his impressive list of rulers we just heard. However 
theologians argue Luke’s name dropping wasn’t a way of fixing a correct time for 
his Gospel. Instead they argue the author of Luke was placing the Gospel in a 
current reality. Luke’s Gospel is not a fairy tale or myth that happened “once 
upon a time” nor in “a galaxy far, far away”. Instead Jesus came into a time when 



the Jewish people were ruled by the mighty Romans, who had their ways of 
exerting power and influence in every aspect of life: not only in all areas of 
government and culture, but in  religion too.  For many in Luke’s time, the list of 
names we heard invoked images of oppression, and could have made people feel 
as hopeless and powerless as the crows in the Wiz made the Scarecrow feel.  

 Into this reality, Luke introduces us to John the Baptist, who was not as 
powerful as the men on Luke’s list, but is the person who heard God which makes 
him a prophet. Many times it is like that in the Bible, God does not chose the 
people who are what we define as successful or powerful.  And the message John 
heard from God for the people of God who were feeling hopeless, and fearing 
their Messiah would never come is to repent. 

 Repentance is one of those churchy words that can be difficult to 
understand, it isn’t a word we use much. The word repent means to turn around, 
to change direction. The call to repent is the challenge very much like Dorothy 
gave to the Scarecrow: to take a look at yourself, and if you find you don’t like 
where you are, you can change direction, you can go a different way. For 
prophets like John, the call to change was specifically to change and live the way 
God wants instead of living in sin. Sin, if you remember, isn’t necessarily doing 
bad things, to sin is to choose self instead of God.  Sinning is when we choose to 
turn away from God and do whatever we want to do without regard for how it 
might affect others or ourselves. Sin is choosing power over love. Sin intentionally 
causes pain, inequality, and hopelessness and leads us farther away from God. 
That is why prophets called the people of God to repent, to change direction, to 
choose love over power, to choose God. 

The crows’ sin in The Wiz was the mental and emotional damage they did 
to the Scarecrow for their own amusement and power. Dorothy’s call to change 
liberated the Scarecrow, and destroyed the power structure the crows had 
created. A change that happened because the Scarecrow changed. 

That may be the hopeful message of John the Baptist in today’s Gospel not 
only for the original audience of that Gospel but for us today. John’s message 
speaks to any of us who feel like we might be a situation where we feel powerless 
or hopeless, like the darkness of the world is just too much for us. This week I’ve 
heard from countless people who are feeling the darkness of the season of 
Advent. I’ve heard people say they feel overwhelmed by the numerous incidents 
of violence, especially gun violence in our country as well as fear of terrorism.  I’ve 
been listening to several people who are grieving the recent death of a friend or 



family member, and another who is feeling the loss of their family member deeply 
this time of year. And I’ve been struck by the communal frustration that things 
are not changing.  Maybe that is why the Scarecrow’s song from The Wiz hit me 
the way it did this week. Because it might seem there are nothing but crows 
calling out words of anger and despair, but they aren’t the only voices speaking. It 
is up to us to decide who we are going to listen to.  

While it true we cannot take away the pain of loss, or solve all the problems 
of the world. We cannot control people, governments or institutions. And while 
we may not be able to silence or change the crows we encounter, whatever those 
things that make us feel powerless might be, we can control how we respond to 
them. 

In the 1990’s Michael Jackson wrote a song about repentance. In his song, 
he names some pretty overwhelming situations: homelessness, poverty, violence. 
But his song says he has chosen to ignore those situations, and realizes if he 
wants situations to change, he must begin with himself. “If you want to make the 
world a better place,” Jackson writes in his pop song Man in the Mirror “Take a 
look at yourself, and make the change.” His song points us back to repentance, 
which is still a call to change unjust systems but it recognizes that change only 
happens one person at a time, and the person it has to start with is you and me, 
no matter how important or unimportant we think we might be. 

Jackson’s song is not that different from John the Baptist’s call to change. A 
change that begins with us.  That change is where hope begins in our Gospel 
when Luke quotes Isaiah’s beautiful text about mountains being made low and 
rough ways smoothed out. Isaiah’s imagery isn’t meant to be taken literally: it can 
point to inequalities caused by things like sinful fear, sinful love of power. Sin is a 
choice, and when we choose to turn from fear and love of power seemingly 
hopeless situations caused by things like inequality can change. Like when 
Dorothy helped the Scarecrow in The Wiz.  

 Advent is a time when we are reminded that the darkness we encounter is 
real; but we are not necessarily powerless in the face of such darkness. We can 
take an honest look at ourselves, we can question the crows, and we can decide 
who we listen to. We can decide to change when we find we haven’t been going 
in the direction we want to.  

 



It might be challenging during this busy season to find time for such self-
reflection, or to listen to God or God’s prophets over the noise of all the crows, 
but it doesn’t have to take a lot of our time.  One resource that can be helpful is 
the Advent book about practicing patience we gave out last Sunday. It only takes 
a few moments a day to read the short reflections. In the midst of the struggles 
with the dark news this week, I have heard from several folks how this resource 
has been a helpful glimmer of light and hope. You don’t have to use that 
particular resource, there are others you can use to help you listen to God. 

Another way to listen to God is to come back later today for the Advent 
Lessons and Music festival, which offers the opportunity to pause from all the 
other holiday preparations I know we all have to do and for an hour or so just 
listen. Listen to the scriptures and music that can help us hear God’s call and 
reflect on what changes we can make to help us prepare our whole selves for 
Christmas.  

However we make time this Advent, I hope we all can find a way to listen 
and to prepare ourselves for the message of Christmas that tells us we don’t have 
to be about winning or losing, we can be about living and loving.  


