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The Second Sunday in Advent

Luke 3:1-6

Repent! 

Every year, on the second Sunday of Advent, we hear some version of this story:  John the Baptist emerges from the wilderness and proclaims a baptism of repentance for the forgiveness of sins.  It's meant to be good news:  John the Baptist as the fulfillment of Isaiah's prophecy to prepare the way of the Lord.  And Luke does everything he can to remind us that John the Baptist brings good news.  Unlike in Matthew and Mark, where John the Baptist bursts on the scene, a wild man dressed in animal skins and eating bugs…

In Luke, the story of John the Baptist is woven carefully with that of Jesus himself, beginning before either one was born.  Luke tells us that John the Baptist was the son of Mary's relative Elizabeth and the priest Zechariah, exemplary but childless Jews who were getting on in years.  It is in Luke that the angel Gabriel appears, weaving the stories of John the Baptist and Jesus together as he comes first to John's father Zechariah and then to Jesus’ mother Mary to announce the impending miracles of the two babies' births.  It is in Luke that we hear Zechariah's tender prophecy for his infant son:  

You, my child, will be called the prophet of the Most High,

   for you will go before the Lord to prepare his way, 

To give his people knowledge of salvation

   by the forgiveness of their sins.  
In the tender compassion of our God

   the dawn from on high shall break upon us, 
To shine on those who dwell in darkness and

        the shadow of death,
   and to guide our feet into the way of peace.  
Knowledge of salvation.  Forgiveness of sins.  Tender compassion.  Light to those who dwell in darkness and the shadow of death.  The way of peace.  It’s not just good news; it’s really quite lovely news.  And John the Baptist prepares the way, proclaiming and baptizing first the crowds who followed him and then Jesus himself.  

It's a perfect lead-up for the second week of Advent, as we continue to prepare to celebrate both the birth of Christ and the coming of Christ again.   We settle into the loveliness of the season's promise.  Preparing to celebrate the birth of Christ, born as the baby Jesus, incarnate of his mother Mary, is the easy part.  By now, we know what to do.  We open Advent calendar windows and light Advent wreath candles as we cultivate a sense of wonder at the consequences of the humble birth of a baby, a baby who grew into the man whose examples we try to follow and whose commandment to love one another as he loved us we try to obey.  As we reflect on Advent devotions, we remember that there are those less fortunate than we.  We help with the Angel Tree and write checks to the Christmas Mother and put our change in the Salvation Army buckets.  We take delight in the sounds of children, our own little angels who make us proud with their sweet voices.  We lament the siren calls of commercialism, the bombardment of ads that dominate the airwaves and fatten every newspaper.  We are filled with good intentions as we resolve to stay in Advent until it is time for Christmas, even as we get a little grouchy with those who forget the reason for the season.  It’s beginning to feel a lot like…well, almost Christmas.
But that voice is still crying in the wilderness.  Repent!

Even if we've become quite proficient at preparing to celebrate Christ's birth, the harder part of Advent is the message that the cry of John the Baptist won't let us forget.  Christ not only came at a particular time in history, but Christ will come again.  As we often proclaim in our celebration of the Eucharist, “Christ has died, Christ has risen, Christ will come again.”  And now we are charged with preparing the way. The prophecy will come true no matter what we do:  every valley will be filled, and every mountain and hill will be made low, and all flesh will see the salvation of God.  If you're homeless or you've lost your job, that's good news.  If you're a child orphaned by AIDS, or you live in a refugee camp or a war zone, that's good news.  If your life has been decimated by addiction, drought, or famine, that's good news.  Repent! Gladly.  
But for those of us who sleep in a warm bed and have some money in the bank, for those whom the threat that energizes us the most is that our taxes might go up, John the Baptist's message makes us a little uneasy.  It is, as theologian Alan Culpepper points out, a prophetic voice in a secular culture, and it reminds us that, for all of our faith and good works, we are steeped in secularism.  Christ will come again, but how in the world will we hear him? And is his a message that we really want to hear?

The good news—the wonder—of the prophecy is that it will come true, despite or in spite of whatever we may do or not.  The good news—the wonder—of repentance is that it allows us to be first-hand participants in our own redemption.  It allows us to participate in the restoration of God's kingdom, which is going to come whether we like it or not.  When we decide to accept the offer to repent, to choose a new path, to go in a different direction, we acknowledge that neither we nor those persons or institutions with whom we've cast our lot are anything but a smokescreen for what is really important and eternal.  Our choice is whether we trust enough to join in bringing God’s kingdom.  And if that’s the message we really want to hear…
"To translate that into terms I have been using, repentance is not complete until confession and pardon lead to penance that allows community to be restored.  Archbishop Tutu's insistence on real material transformation is not a surrender of spiritual values.  Instead, it is evidence of his faith in Christ's incarnation, which shows us how much flesh and blood matter to God.  Salvation is not offered to us as some kind of metaphysical prize.  It is offered to us in our bodies as God's manifest power to change human lives.  While Jesus may have done the hadest work for us, soem of us still long for a way both to engage the consequences of our sin and to have a hand in repairing the damage we have done.  We want to paricipate in our own redemption instead of sitting in a lawn chair while Jesus does all the work.  We want to be agents of God's grace.

Just for a lark, imagine going to your pastor and confessing your rampant materialism, your devotion to things instead of people, and your isolation from the poor whom Jesus loved.  Then imagine being forgiven and given your penance:  to select five of your favorite things--including perhaps your 

If you were to open this morning's newspaper, you would find the front page proclamation, "19 more shopping days until Christmas".

But neither of those two gospels drives it home for us like Luke does, so fixed in a particular time:  "In the fifteenth year of the reign of Emporer Tiberius, when Pontius Pilate was governor of Judea, and Herod was ruler of Galilee, and his brother Philip ruler of the region of Ituraea and Trachonitis, and Lysanias ruler of Abilene, during the high priesthood of Annas and Caiaphas..." (3:1-2a)  

The thing about repentance is that it asks that we change our ways.  It is more than 

Cyril of Alexandria said that faith in Christ is the highest form of repentance.    

What does repentance look like in our particular time and place?

Repentance is more than just a confession of sin.

Through Jesus, God brought salvation for all persons.  "All flesh shall see the salvation of God."

Send us now into the world in peace, and grant us strength and courage to love and serve you with gladness and singleness of heart   

