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It is a longer story than I can tell in a sermon, but I can at least tell you the climax.
My second son was seven years old.  We were on a long hike.  And along the way, we had met a man named Ron, about seventy-five years old, who had an infectious love of life.  Ron was the kind of man who found himself in retirement feeling as if he were becoming younger and younger in spirit, with every passing year.  Everything from the flowers along the path to the birds singing in the trees was “magical.”

So when we met, this seventy-five year old and my seven year old bonded almost instantly.  And one day, my seven year old wanted to play a trick on his new older friend, so he went on ahead along the path and hid behind a tree.  When Ron got to the tree, my son jumped out from behind the tree in a karate pose yelling “Hiiiiyyyyaaaaah!”

Ron threw down his backpack and walking stick, assumed a karate pose of his own, and responded with an equally impressive, “Hiiiiyyyyyaaaaahh!”  And they were off on another one of their games full of tussle and laughter.  And when they were too pooped to go on, the old man said as he was trying to catch his breath from this mock karate fight with a seven year old, “Don’t you ever change.  I’m serious.  If you will just stay exactly as you are right now, you will be fine all your life.”

That one moment has haunted me, both as a father and as a religious leader.  It haunts me as a father, because I suspect I spent far too much time trying to change my children, to make them successful, or something like that, and not enough time nurturing and affirming the beautiful people they already were. 
I’m sure some of my parental guidance was helpful.  But Ron’s guidance was best – “Don’t you change.  You are in love with life; you are a kind boy who loves people naturally; you have a beautiful spirit.  Stay in touch with that, and you will be fine.”   
You didn’t have to be with this older man long to see that he had clearly become like a child himself.  And, as Jesus promised, he had entered the Kingdom where he saw life as magical and joyful.  So, Ron knew he should warn my boy, saying in effect,  “People are going to try to change you, try to tell you that you aren’t good enough somehow, tell you that you don’t measure up.  I know; I’ve been there.  But don’t believe them; it takes a long time to become like a child again, to play like this and to see how magical life is.  I’m warning you, don’t change.”  

My experience is that grandparents sometimes get this better than parents.  They tend to realize that our role is to love children, not because of anything they’ve done or anything they will accomplish; our role is to love them, simply because they exist.  

And the old man’s advice that my child should not change haunts me as a religious leader, because so much of what I hear from religious leaders is about how we must change.  The message is that we need to change, in order to become more acceptable to God.  Or, the message is that God will come into your life and make everything better, if only you will change.  Or, worse yet, the message is that God is coming, and if you don’t change, you are in big trouble, because God is not happy with you at all right now.

Isn’t that what John the Baptist was preaching when he talked about the Lord being near and the need for repentance?  After all, he called one group a “brood of vipers,” and then he started ranting about a winnowing fork, about separating the wheat from the chaff, and about burning the chaff with unquenchable fire….

And the strange thing is that the Gospel says all this was “good news.”  Strange.  But the idea that the Lord is near is clearly good news to St. Paul, who says in this morning’s epistle, “Rejoice!  The Lord is near.  Do not worry about anything.”

But to be honest, I used to think that John the Baptist saying, “The Lord is near, and you’d better start worrying about everything.”  In other words, I used to think that John the Baptist was preaching some pretty bad news.
I think one of the reasons I grew up thinking this way is that religious people have a history of taking something that God has freely given to everyone and saying that it is only available to those who behave themselves and those who believe the right things. 

That’s a great way to control people and frighten them, but it’s not the Gospel.  

The Gospel is that the Lord is near, and this is a reason for all people to rejoice. Whether you are old or young, rich or poor, skinny or plump, beautiful or homely, Christian or atheist, Jewish or Muslim, Buddhist or Hindu, Republican or Democrat…the nearness of God is good news, no matter who you are.  

Think about it.  Would you love your child less if your child adopted different political or religious beliefs than you have?  Of course not.  If your child made a big mistake that hurt her and others around her, would you refuse to forgive her, or would you love her less?  Of course not.  As Jesus said, if your child asks you for a loaf of bread, would you give him a snake?

Well, if you know how to love and forgive and care for your child, how much more so does God care for God’s children!  When it comes to loving, forgiving, and caring, no one comes close to God.  The mind-bending reality is that God loves your child more than you do, as impossible as that sounds.

Of course, repentance has always been central for Christians.  Jesus himself urged repentance.  But the primary thing for which we must repent is the belief that God loves some people more than others, or that the Lord is nearer to some people than to others.  That might be how people behave, but “my ways are not your ways, says the Lord.”  And believing that some humans are more loved or valuable than others has led to the worst atrocities.

Another way of saying this is that we have to stop making God into someone who is like us when we are at our worst.

What John the Baptist was saying is that for many of us, there is plenty of chaff that needs to be burned away.  There’s so much, in fact, that we can only hope that the fire is unquenchable.  Because the chaff that needs to be burned is our belief that God is more in love with some people than with others.  The chaff that needs to be burned is our tendency, especially in religious circles, to judge and condemn others. 

And most of all, the chaff that needs to be burned is any notion that God has not already completely forgiven you.  Can you imagine your own child falling into a depression because she thought you would not forgive her for something she had done?  You would beg and plead with her to realize that of course you forgive her, and that you love her more than words can express.  And if that’s how you feel about your own child, think about how God must feel about the shame and guilt so many people feel.

So, the fire had better be unquenchable, because there’s an awful lot of chaff to burn.  And God is looking forward to that fire, I’m sure, because maybe then we will be able to enter into the joy of our Master.

When John the Baptist called out to a group who came to hear him, “You brood of vipers!” he was chastising those who “presumed to say that they had Abraham as their father,” that is, those who believed that their religion made them better than other people, those who thought that God loved some people more than others.  

That’s the chaff that needs to be burned away.  The Lord is near to everyone already.  You probably knew this when you were little and you knew you were loved, not because of anything you had done, but simply because you existed; when you knew you were loved simply because you were you.  

This is the message God has entrusted to us, that whoever you are, there is nothing you can do that will make God love you more, and there is nothing you can do that will make God love you less.  When you receive that message, as Ron said, don’t change.
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