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Advent 2 – “Preparing the Way: John the Baptist Prepares”

Delivered Sunday, December 4, 2011

By Rev. Agnes W. Norfleet, pastor

Shandon Presbyterian Church, Columbia, SC

Mark 1:1-8
A couple of weeks ago I had a meeting in New York City, and I added a day to the trip just to enjoy being in Manhattan this time of the year before Christmas. Fifth Avenue Presbyterian Church hosted the gathering of Presbyterian pastors, and we stayed nearby in the heart of midtown. When the meeting was over I had a wonderful time visiting a couple of museums and roaming the streets. I walked all the way up Fifth Avenue to the – Metropolitan Museum of Art where, along with a number of exhibits, I enjoyed watching them put up their huge angel-adorned Christmas tree that looms behind the Baroque crèche. I wandered back down Madison Avenue take in the store windows all decked out for Christmas. At Rockefeller Center the skaters were skating to Christmas music, the Salvation Army bell ringers were ringing and dancing in synch to Feliz Navidad, the Christmas tree just lit this past Wednesday night, was surrounded then by scaffolding in preparation. It was great being in New York during this season of preparation. 
Now, preachers learn along the way that we are supposed to be a bit bah-humbug about Christmas; that we are meant to critique the commercialization of it, we are supposed to resist the nostalgia of just looking back toward Bethlehem, and focus our attention more seriously on Jesus’ coming again. Many voices urge us to drag the congregation through a month’s worth of pensive, minor key Advent hymns, and to resist the temptation to sing the carols full throttle until Christmas Eve. But I have never been quite able to be an Advent purist, because I love the carols in church and public places, and the lights and the glitter and even – to a certain extent – the shopping for family and dearest friends. 
You know, I’ve said this before, the biggest problem the preacher this time of the year – is getting around John the Baptist. He shows up every second Sunday of Advent when we’re all getting in the mood to take baby Jesus into our arms again. John leaps from the pages of scripture and calls our usual Christmas preparations into question. John is the real scrooge of the season. I wish we could just cut John out of the Advent script. 
TOM: (walking into sanctuary from narthex door) What do you mean, cut me out of the script? You cannot get ready for Christmas without me! 
AGNES: O my word … here he comes – John the Baptist. 
TOM: (coming up the center aisle) Prepare the way of the Lord! (with appropriate rage) Make his paths straight. You brood of VIPERS… Who warned you to flee from the wrath to come! This is a pretty good looking Wilderness… In the desert make a highway for our God! 
AGNES: John, why are you always in such a bad mood? 
TOM: (from beside communion table looking up? Agnes, why are you always trying to get around me to get to Christmas? 
AGNES: You know my name? 
TOM: (walking up into chancel) Yes, I know your name… your reputation precedes you. You are Agnes the Presbyterian! 
AGNES: You smell terrible! 
TOM: Well, my clothes are 400 years old like the ones Elijah wore. And I’m sure a diet of locusts doesn’t help. 
AGNES: What do you want from us? 
TOM: I am simply a messenger. I was sent to prepare you for the coming of God. Repent. Turn around. Get ready for God is really coming to make all things new. 
AGNES: That sounds exciting. 
TOM: (turning to go down the steps and exit) You will be amazed! Prepare the way of the Lord! Make his paths straight. You will be amazed (Tom leaves) 
And amazed they were! The crowds flocked to John the Baptist to hear him preach. It had been a long time since those Old Testament prophets h ad been heard in the land. They had their heyday a couple of centuries before John, when the Jews were returning from exile. They had preached about Israel’s restoration to its former glory before Babylon crushed them; the prophets inspired the rebuilding of the temple. But the former glory did not fully come; and the voice of prophecy fell silent for centuries. All the rabbinic thinkers seemed to be able to hear was a faint diving whisper as Judea fell to other external powers like Persia and then Rome. Then, all of the sudden, John the Baptist appeared. He was a striking figure in his camel’s hair with his ascetic life, his strange appetite, and his shouting about preparation and repentance and forgiveness. But his message got to those who flocked to see him and to be baptized by him. 
Today – we may hear this shouting as something off-key in our festivity and Christmas cheer. But to those who lived with the heavy boot of Rome pressing down on their shoulders, in a time of terrible economic disparities, when the Judean people suffered miserably; to them, you see, John bore a message of hope. “Wash up, get ready,” he said, “Prepare to have your sins forgiven, for the Messiah – the one who comes to save you – is near at hand.” 
You know, sometimes we get so caught up in trying to make and keep Christmas like it used to be. We try to re-create a sense of magic for our children that we remember out of a distant past, or we try to recover a simplicity of joy before all the complexities of life crashed in upon us. But the good news of Christmas is that we are not meant to go backwards in time to recover some elusive thing from the past. No, we are called to get ready for God to do something altogether new in our time! John helps us to get prepare saying, “Repent!” 
My friend Jon Walton helps us understand what John means when he writes, “Repentance is – in the deepest sense a decision we make, a direction we face, a preparation we undertake that readies the heart for what God will do. And yes, sometimes this can make us revisit a journey we have traveled, and assess the times we have lived, and our relationships with people we have touched but most importantly it is readying the heart for a new direction.” (1)

Bill Meuhl put it this way, “The purpose of redemptive love, both human and divine, is not to make sinners feel better about the past. It is to give them back their future.” (2)

Tom Long tells a story about a business executive who was on the verge of implementing a shrewd business plan: The scheme involved temporarily dropping prices below the level of profitability, in order to starve a smaller competitor out of the market. Then, with the market to himself, prices and profits could rise. The fact that the competitor was a struggling family-owned business and the sole livelihood of a man with three small children was known to the executive. But the plan was technically legal, all competitors fair game, and business, after all, is business he thought. Just as the arrangements were nearly in place, the executive was called back to his hometown for the funeral of a cousin. 
During the graveside service, as the man sat under the funeral tent which stretched over the family plot, his eye fell upon the gravestone of his grandmother, who had died when he was only a boy. Inscribed on her stone were words from the Book of Proverbs: “She opens her mouth with wisdom, and the teaching of kindness in on her tongue.” “The teaching of kindness…” The words seemed to be written in fire as they burned in his heart. He had read them many times before on nostalgic visits to the cemetery, but now they leapt form the past into his life. He did not merely recall his grandmother; he was confronted by her memory, judged by commitments he vaguely knew she held, but he had not considered to have any claim on his life. It was a strange and disturbing experience, and he returned to his city with no will to destroy any longer, but to seek somehow to know, and to live “the teaching of kindness.” (3)

John the Baptist comes to us like that. He rises up out of a long-ago past. To encounter him is strange, and to listen to his fiery preaching – disturbing. He judges and confronts us. He makes us reckon with our wayward selves. He encourages us to change. He disrupts our Christmas with a word about repentance so that we might pay less attention to the past, and not get so lost in the busy, shallow stuff of the present, but turn toward the future with a sense of amazement at what God in Jesus Christ will bring. 
AMEN. 
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