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Luke 3:1-6
Happy New Year! Last Sunday was the first day of the new church year. You probably know that we did not celebrate by breaking open bottles of champagne, and you also realize that a giant ball did not from atop either St. Peter’s Basilica or the National Cathedral, but there you have it. Happy (Church) New Year! And, while we are on the subject, what could be more in the spirit of the season than New Year’s resolutions? 

Maybe you are among that three percent of people who actually keep yours.
 If you are, bravo! But, if you are like me, you may have a less than stellar track record with your yearly “fresh start.” Perhaps there is a rather expensive piece of exercise equipment looming in your unfinished basement, or maybe collecting dust on your bookshelf are the first fifteen pages of the Proustian memoir you meant to finish. To be sure, not many of us are able to keep the promises we make to ourselves even when we have the best intentions.


Intentions are wonderful but as many of us have learned over the years it takes more than desire to do things differently. How difficult it is to change! Even when we try to alter relatively minor things, such as our eating habits or morning routines, we struggle to stay on track. If it difficult to change the little things, what about monumental shifts? What of the great change John the Baptist announces--could there be anything more monumental than
“Every valley shall be filled, and every mountain and hill shall be made low, and the crooked shall be made straight, and the rough ways made smooth; and all flesh shall see the salvation of God.”
John says the very earth beneath our feet will shift and nothing will ever be the same. People say “nothing will ever be the same” so often and about so many things that it has become passé, but the phrase seems appropriate here. It is the heart of John the Baptist’s message- there will be nothing and no one left untouched. Even the solid and seemingly permanent Earth will be made level and the landscape of the world will be transformed.
Where are God’s people in all of this? Are we to sit back and simply allow these changes to happen all around us? On the contrary, we are urged, exhorted even, to get ready for this coming transformation. I think it is important that John does not say, “Make the salvation of God.”  That is not ours to do; that is God’s job. Instead, John tells us to prepare the way for this transformation; to make a path for salvation in our hearts, in our lives, and in the world around us. How can we do this? We can begin by clearing away the emotional clutter and spiritual debris of our lives and by taking stock of all the things that stand between us and God.

This brings us back to New Year and the promises we make each year. Of course, there are all sorts of resolutions but most of them focus on changes we want to make in our lives. They are by definition behaviorally oriented, which is why it easy to measure whether they’ve been effective. A resolution is effective if on June 23 of the following year you are living the change you promised to make. But this is not the kind of change John the Baptist seems to have in mind. His notion of repentance is more than behavior modification, and even though we are undoubtedly transformed by it, repentance is not to be confused with self-betterment. To repent is to turn from sin and dedicate oneself to the amendment of one's life.
 Moreover, as followers Christ, we are called to do more than repent on our own behalf and for our own sake. We are called to do so in the light and hope of the promised Reign of God when “all flesh shall see the salvation of our God.”

Three percent of people can keep their New Year’s resolutions, but one hundred percent of us can prepare the way of the Lord. If we examine our lives in the light of the Spirit we can prepare the way. We can prepare by wading through the things that have started to matter more than God does to us, and by seeing those things for the obstacles they have become.  When we do this, God will walk that path, clearing away the clutter and detritus. God will walk into the very heart of who we each are and transform every one of us into a tiny dwelling place for the Holy Spirit. Imagine it:  hundreds of little dwelling places for the light of the living God. What a beacon that will be for a world steeped in gloom and shadow, a world that is longing to know the love and light of Christ.
So, here’s to a resolution without a Bowflex or a diet. Here’s to a resolution with no patch to pick up and no cigarette to put down. Here’s to a resolution where everything changes because with God all things are possible. Happy New Year! Prepare.
� I don’t have any research to back up my claim, but I bet the percentage is awfully small.


� http://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/repentance





