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One  of  the  things Advent is about, is  the careful, deliberate, respectful,  preparation God  takes  to maximize the possibility  of our being  open and   receptive  to a  deep  and   abiding   relationship   with   God.    Of our being willing to actively engage .. Truth ...   Life...

And this is how it starts... there will be  one sent to prepare the way.... And   John  the   Baptist   appeared in  the   wilderness  of    Judea,  proclaiming,  “Repent for  the   kingdom  of   God  has   come  near.   “Prepare the way of the Lord, make straight in the desert a highway for our God.  Every valley shall be lifted up, and every mountain and hill be made low: the uneven ground shall become level, and the rough places a plain. And the glory of the Lord shall be revealed.”

Notice  the care taken in  preparation ... John... the name means “ the Lord is gracious”  He  was born to aged parents  like Isaac..to Abraham and Sarah.... so he too is a child of promise.... he was of priestly stock... and as a young boy went into the wilderness around the dead sea...perhaps associated himself with one of the religious communities there.... And in the quiet of the  wilderness he listened and looked  for God.  He  was  trained  in the  prophetic and   mystical  traditions  of   Israel.    The repeated,  ritual  cleansing  of  one’s   whole  body and  one’s  whole  being,   in  preparation  for  an   encounter  with   God  was    the    baptism  he  was  practicing.  

And if  that  is not  enough,  notice   where  he   is  active.  In the   wilderness.   The   desert.  And  he is moving   back and  forth   across  the   Jordan   river.  And he  is  splashing in and   through  that   river,   baptizing  people  in  it.  And   what  sort of  images  would the   Jews  of his  day   associate  with  that   activity  in that  kind of  place??     Memories     of    what   forming    event?      Yes   The    exodus.  The   exodus   from   slavery  and  bondage and   domination.   Deliverance   from the   tyranny   of  oppression  and  the     outrageous   gift  of a  new   life in a  new  land.    The   promised  land.  

And  all of   those  images and  those   memories,   along  with    everything  else are a  part  of   how   God  carefully and  deliberately   prepares    God’s  people  for   yet  another   attempt  at  a  relationship   between  the  Divine and  the   Human.

And   large   groups  of  people  got  it.  They came  out  to   him and   were    baptized in  the   river   Jordan.   And   John  told  them,  “I  baptize  you   with  water for   repentance,  but  one who is more   powerful than I is  coming.  He  will baptize  you  with  the   Holy  Spirit  and  fire.  

The   ordinary   people of   John’s  day  got  it.  And  so  did  those in  positions  of  power and   authority.   The  religious and   political leaders  of    Israel  and   the   rulers  of    Rome.   They  got  it   too.  And it made  them   nervous.    And  they   began,    even  then  to  take  steps  to  put  an  end  to  this  sort  of  thing,  lest  there  be  an  uprising  and a   revolution.  It  was   the   beginning  of  the  end   for   John.

And Jesus of Nazareth was in his late 20s.... When  he  showed  up  with  all those  others   to be   baptized  by   John.   Jesus  may  have  spent  a  number of  years  with   John  prior  to  this   day    studying  with   him  learning  of the   prophetic and   mystical  traditions  of  Israel  from   John.  And   having  gone  through   numerous   ritual   cleansings   as  a part  of   his  growing   relationship  of  intimacy  with  God.  

 John was considered... the last of the prophets... And his destiny was to prepare for yet another approach that God would make to humankind... a kind of way of addressing human beings that  was different.  He  was  the   same   God.   it was the same word... the same voice... the same compassion... the same yearning  in  the  heart  of  the    Divine  for a relationship with  humanity....  and  it would  be expressed  in a profoundly different   way.  This  time  in  Flesh  and   blood.  The   Word  would  become   Flesh  and  dwell  among  us.   Very    Very   different.

Now. …  there were two  themes to  Johns message... Two   themes  absorbed  in  the   waters   of    his    baptism.   they are distinguishable  yet interdependent and  cannot be separated.... 

The first is  “Repent”  ...which means... change your mind.... Turn around...  And seldom do I think of this theme  but that  Shaker Spiritual  comes to mind... composed by  Elder  Joseph  Brackett:

	Tis the gift to be simple, tis the gift to be free
	Tis the gift to come down where we ought to be
	And when we find ourselves in the place just right.
	Twill be in the valley of love and delight.
	When true simplicity is gain’d
	To bow and to bend we shan’t be asham’d
	To turn, turn will be our delight,
	Til by turning, turning, we come round right..........# 554

So there will be no shame in bending and bowing .. no   shame  in  saying   you are  going to   go in a   different   direction.  No shame in giving up your cherished positions... No  shame  in  saying,   I was wrong ...  nothing wrong in changing our mind... in seeing things differently... No   shame in  saying  “Im  sorry”  As a matter of fact our song suggests that  in  turning  around.... in  repenting  there is  a delight  that can be discovered... a freedom to be found..... And finally .... that in repenting and turning we do eventually come  round  right...


The second theme has  to  do with  a spirit   transplant.  We  know  about   these  in  our  day,  livers  kidneys,  hearts,  This    is   the   spirit.  This  like   repentance  is  associated with    Baptism.   Part of  that  careful preparation  is  preparation for  a   new   spirit.   The   Spirit  of   God. And  that   spirit  is   oriented  exclusively  and    entirely  to   life and    truth.  

 Jesus  and  John   may  have  started  out on  the  same  page.  “The   kingdom  of   God   has  come   near.  Prepare the   way of the   Lord.”  But   Jesus   eventually  parted   company   with   John.  Jesus   changed  his mind.   He  came  to  a   different   awareness.  The   kingdom of  God  is   here.  Now.   It  is   spread  out  all  over  the   world.  It  is   around  us and   in us  and  above  us and   below   us.

And   there  was  another    difference,  Equally   profound.    Here  is  how   Jesus   put  it.  (Luke  7:28)   I  tell you,  among  those  born  of  women  none is  greater  than   John;  yet  the  least  in the   kingdom  of   God,  “a   child”  is   greater  than  he.”  

Children are a continual reminder  that there is a future and that we are not in control of it... Children   love    life  in  all  of  its   many  and  varied   forms.   Children   will  taste   dirt  to  see  what   it is  like.    They   will play   with   squishy   things.  They are  full  of   wonder and   amazement.  They  are   curious  and  full  of  expectation.  At   their   best and   fullest,    they  simply   glow  with the   Spirit  of   God.   Totally   committed  to    life  and    truth

The    spirit  of   God,  that  has  been   planted  in   us is    continually   turning  us  in the   direction  of   life and   truth.  We  are  being   prepared  in  this   advent  season   to  live  our  days  and  our   nights in the  service  of    life  and   truth.  

And in  closing  I  want  to   offer   you  a   simple   test,  a   check,   you  can  use   for  yourself  to  keep  track  of  whether  or not    you are on  course  in  this  endeavor.    It comes  from   Wendell   Berry;  .    Here is what he says:    

	Ask yourself:  Will this  (whatever  it  is,  thought,   word,  deed) satisfy
	A woman  expecting to  bear  a child?
	Will this disturb the  sleep
	Of a woman near to  giving   birth?

Is  this  action, … whatever it is…   making   dinner,  business  transaction,  conversation  with  the  check out  person  at the   store ….. this  political  policy  this  ecological  practice,  this  artistic  product  this  technological  development …. life  giving, life  supportive,  or not?  Is  it the kind of thing  that   supports  life  for  all of  God’s   creatures?  

Would  it be  disturbing to a woman about to  bring   vulnerable  new life into the  world?  Is it  something that would  trouble   the sleep of a woman   between  the  contractions of   birthing?  If  so,  then  don’t  do  it,  abandon it.  

And,   since  this  is  the  season  of    Advent,   I   suggest  you  ask   a   woman  named   Mary,    engaged  to  a   carpenter   named   Joseph,    Would   what   you  are  doing  or  planning to  do  bother her?     Would  it   disturb   her   sleep.  If  it   would  then  don’t  do  it.   Turn away   from  it  and  do    something   different.    
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