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At a particular time and place, at just the rigime, in just the right place, the word of God
came to John, the son of Zechariah, and he wenalihthe region around the River Jordan to
proclaim a baptism of repentance for the forgiverassin.

Every year, twice before Christmas and once atter|ectionary and most of the Christian
Church will trot out John the Baptist to gawk amha little bit. He dresses funny and
maintains a strict and unusual diet. He comes waithattitude of anger and arrogance,
convinced that he knows exactly how everyone disald live, how they should act, what
they should do with their life. Considered in thght, he would probably fit quite well on
most college campuses, though his narrow and judtagheeligious views would offend
many of the students and faculty around him. Ofsemany on the campus hold views that
are just as narrow even though they won't admiBuit John is different from them, and so
we can look at him with a combination of amazenast amusement, laughing at both his
appearance and the harsh message that he deligesedanany, but not to us.

| know a lot of pastors, teachers, and pious peafd# sorts who really like John. Most have
this secret longing to speak to their congregationise same harsh manner that John spoke
to Pharisees, Sadducees, scribes and kings. Theyawhreaten destruction on the people,
just like the prophets of old, who came down harthe hypocritical nature of humanity. Of
course they don't do that because they don't wardeal with the consequences. Most
prophets were hated and eventually killed becawsdan’t want to hear the truth in their
condemnations. So instead of changing our livesgmeetheirs. Knowing that history, and
recognizing that we all want to be liked and acedpthat we really want to keep getting
paid, we, that is pastors, often try to find waysaften the words and yet deliver the message
of John with the same strength and vitality.

One of the first courses | took in seminary watecdiParish Practicality.” It was suppose to
be a course on how to survive in a local churchitoarasn’t really all that helpful. It was
taught by a guy who worked in total of one, coant bne, local church, with a membership
of 1500. He started as an associate pastor, beites2nior pastor, and then moved to a
conference position. He had several guest speakans, of whom were working in a local
church. There was one couple scheduled to comeneh® serving a local church, but they
had to cancel because of the work load in the Idwaich. That was the most practical part of
the course, knowing that local church ministry neegia great deal of time, energy, and
flexibility in one’s lifestyle.

Anyway, one speaker delivered the message, “H®e @ Prophet and Still Keep Your Job.”
That was funny because he, too, had served irmbabbne local church, and then he got a
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job as a religious lobbyist in Harrisburg. You see,came to tell us how to be a prophet in
the local church, how to bluntly tell people hovitea they were and how condemnation is
about to take them down big time and still stay lxygd. But his method of doing that was to
actually get a job as a legal or political propAdten he could think of himself in the same
light as Amos and Isaiah, as Jonah and John. Téeowld come with an attitude of anger
and arrogance, convinced that he knew exactly heewyene else should live, how they

should act, and what they should do with their. life

Now when we read about John in various sectioriseNew Testament, we see the anger
and arrogance of John with great certainty. We h@aclamations of justice and
condemnation pour forth from the scriptures. Wessesry animated John ranting and raving
like a deranged radical standing on the streetezpgmouting from atop his soap box. It is,
and it should be an amazing and amusing sightit BUa very slanted and inaccurate view of
the ministry of the man we call the Baptist.

John’s life was focused wholly and completely amltbrd. While still in the womb he leaped
with excitement when the still unborn Jesus camseclJohn’s birth was the fulfillment of a
divinely proclaimed prophecy. When he grew to mamthdie separated himself from the
community in which he was raised. He went into Wiklerness so there would be no
distractions in his pursuit of a stronger and noor@plete relationship with the Lord, with the
God of creation and grace. And at just the righetihe stepped forth to fulfill his purpose, to
prepare the people of the earth to receive theiiogaheir King, their God. But John did not
begin with condemnation and judgment. No! He begiin compassion and grace.

As it was written in the book of IsaiatPrepare the way of the Lord. Make his paths
straight. Every valley shall be filled, every maintand hill shall be made low, and the
crooked shall be made straight, and the rough wmagde smooth; and all flesh shall see the
salvation of God. 1t was first spoken to the children of Israel itmae when they were living

in exile, away from the land of promise the Lord lgaven them. Isaiah said that although the
people were now separated from the life they exgagthe Lord had not forgotten them. The
light of salvation, the powerful compassion of tloed was about to reach out to them. It was
a call to lift up their hearts, to lift up their p@, for God was coming to them, and there would
be a time of celebration, of rejoicing, of peadeoidgh their world looked dark, though their
future looked bleak, the Lord would transform tHeies in hope, in joy, in love.

John brought a message of hope, the hope thatlitieyt have to go through life alone; the
hope of a new beginning, a new relationship witlhl Gmhn brought a message to excite and
ignite the hearts of the people, the idea that Rotself would stand among them, would
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minister to them. A message of hope, but many fabhatimessage to be frightening, to be
downright scary. It brought them stress and featHey knew that when they stood in the
light of God, when they stood before the Messidlhair faults and imperfections, all their
sins and pain would be there for all the worldde.sThey would have to admit to the poor
choices they made, the hurtful words they saidh#renful paths they took. They would have
to admit that they were never abandoned by Godhlatithey, freely and willfully chose to
abandon God, to walk away in a prideful arrogaina tked to their exile, their spiritual
isolation, their personal prison of pain and fear.

John, who came as a prophet to prepare the wahdatoming of the Messiah, this same
John came with a message of hope and grace basipainful and frightening because the
people had to hear, had to acknowledge the trathfthn years they wanted to ignore, that
they tried to ignore. But if they wanted to see @bthey wanted to find salvation, they had
to abandon the path in life on which their will Ha¢ten them. They had to turn their lives
around, that is - repent’, and come back to Goth @seGod was coming to them.

It is important for us to hear and to understaredrtiessage that came through John. It is
important for though the times and places, the saamel faces change, people remain the
same. Today there are millions living in spiritisalation, in exile from God. The Lord has
wanted to be with us, to watch over us, to givéhesblessings of this world in abundance.
From the beginning, the desire of the Lord has iegihwe live in harmony with one another
and in harmony with the Lord, our God and our Gyedut we have refused to accept the
counsel of God’s wisdom. We have done what we aamed without worrying about the
consequences. We have made poor choices, saidllwotids, taken paths that have proved
harmful to ourselves, and to those around us. [deem we know that we have never been
abandoned by God, but that we, freely and willfelypse to abandon God, to walk away in a
prideful arrogance that has led to our exile, gnitsial isolation, our personal prison of pain
and fear.

Some years ago | read a study that found that ggodomic times can be bad for our
physical, mental, and emotional health. That i$rfan what we expect, and many will search
for ideas, both simple and complex, to try to expital believe the answer is simple, though
difficult for many to accept. You see, we spendaariul lot of time and energy seeking
financial rewards. As a society we have convinceds@ves that our highest need is to
maintain a strong economy, that when our persanahgs gets high enough that we

no longer have to ask the price, when we havelitigygo write the check that enables us to
do as we please, then all our problems will beeshM hen everything will be just hunky-
dory.
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But that ideology is flawed, erroneous from itdiation, disingenuous even from its very
genesis. And the closer we come to achieving than€ial goal, the more we recognize that
something is missing. The bank may be satisfied thr soul is empty. Many living in
economic prosperity are yet struggling with spaifpoverty. Then we must acknowledge that
the false promise of hope has left us hopeles$alpdess; that basing our life on a purpose
of prosperity has left us in spiritual poverty goain; that in our primary chase after stocks,
bonds, and cash, we have failed to be bonded itotleeand compassion that makes life
possible, purposeful, and peaceful. When we finatljieve what all the world tells us we
want, we discover that it is really not as impottaot as vital as we had been told. And so
the pain, the fear and loneliness begin to ravagehearts and souls until the hope of
salvation is seen as something far beyond our reach

To aworld living in darkness a great light willisé. In the tradition of Isaiah, in the spirit of
John, | bring God’s word to you. Though you maylibsmg in exile, far from the land of
promise the Lord has offered you; though you masdmarated from the life you expected to
live, the Lord has not forgotten you. The lightsatvation, the powerful compassion of the
Lord is about to reach out to you. It is a calliioup your hearts, to lift up your hope, for
God is coming to you, and there will be a time elebration, a time of rejoicing, a time of
peace. Though the world may look dark, though theré may look bleak, the Lord will
transform our lives in hope, in joy, in love. ltdamessage of hope, the hope that we do not
have to go through life alone, the hope of a negirtreng, of a new relationship with God. It
IS a message to excite and ignite the hearts péalples, the idea that God himself will stand
among us, will minister to us. A message of hopppwer, of peace. And all we have to do
to receive it is to turn our lives around, to refpéo look upon God again, even as God is
coming to us.

On this day, are you prepared for the Lord to eyerr life? Have you filled in the valleys
and knocked down the hills that have hidden Hirmfyaur sight? Have you paved the path
to your heart, that old stony dirt road filled witbad blocks and pot holes? Have you paved
over that road so that it is no longer difficulicimme together with Him? Have you turned to
face Him, to receive Him? The Lord is coming, amellight of salvation is about to shine on
you. Some will run away in fear. Some will run hetgods of Wal-Mart, Costco’s, Sam’s
Club and Best Buy. But some will come near to livéhe hope, the joy, the powerful and
peaceful love that comes in the name of our Laggugd Christ. May your life turn to receive
the gift of grace, this glorious present of hissarece. May you receive Him in your life this
day and everyday, now and forever. Amen.



