Prepare the Way of the Lord

Luke 3:7-18

Second Sunday in Advent

            I picture it something like this.

            He first appeared at the corner of Broad Street and Ninth, near all the government buildings and the Governor’s mansion. It was lunch hour. There were secretaries, bankers, people waiting to catch the bus - all hurrying in different directions.

            Then he began the shout: “Repent, for the end is near.  The Kingdom of God is close at hand.  Repent and prepare the way of the Lord!”

            For a moment they all stopped dead in their tracks.  It was like a video suddenly put on pause.  Heads turned, and eyes went wide with surprise when they spotted the character.  He was dressed in a long white robe, with a leather belt.  And he had sandals on his feet, even though it was winter.  His hair hung in long dreadlocks down to his shoulders, and his dark skin gleamed in the morning sun.  The man’s eyes scanned the crowd like searchlights.  The megaphone in his hand was like a foghorn, blasting through their IPods, their worried thoughts, their distractions.  The fellow looked like a cross between the angle Gabriel and a reggae rock star.

            “Repent, I say, while you still have time. God’s kingdom is very near.  And God’s chainsaw is already fired up and lying close to the tree, ready to clean out dead wood.  Word up, you children of snakes, you serpent’s brood, crawling in the grime of Babylon!  Word up, you business tigers ready to prey on the weak and helpless!  Word to the wise!  Turn around while there is still time.” 

            At least that is the way I picture it.

            John the baptizer is a flamboyant figure.  He is the warm up band which gets the gospel story off to a loud earsplitting start.  He is right out of some Old Testament casting call; the very image of an ancient prophet like Elijah or Isaiah.

            Luke and the other gospel writers see John the Baptist as the fulfillment of Isaiah’s prophecy:  “A voice cries in the wilderness;  prepare the way of the Lord.  Get the road ready, for all the people will see the salvation of God.”

            The crowd that gathers around John clearly believes him.  They are sure that the time is short, and that the Kingdom of God is close at hand.  So they ask for directions.  “What shall we do?”  They clearly want to be ready for the Lord’s arrival.  They are just not quite sure how to do it.

            Notice what John does NOT say.  He does not give them a ceremonial answer.  He does not ask them to do more “religious” stuff.  He does not say that they are to dip in the river seven times, or light 144 candles with so many prayers.  He does not tell them to walk up the temple steps on their knees, or stick Bible verses to their car windows, or their refrigerators.  He does not tell them to be sure to open their meetings and their football games with prayers in Jesus’ name. He just does not ask for ceremonial deeds of repentance.

            Nor does John ask for some cataclysmic response.  He does not tell them to sell all they have, buy white robes, and wait on the mountain tops. Some folk actually look for great, dramatic steps to take.  We want a diet plan that will lose all the weight in 30 days.  We want a get rich quick scheme that will make us millionaires in a year.  We want (briefly) to join a great march, or fast in the desert, or wear white robes and stand with our arms raised waiting on the Lord. There are times when we all want something dramatic to happen.

            There was unusual fellow I knew a long time ago. He had been an actual hippie; had traveled around the country for several years living off the land and making friends wherever he could. Then he had come to Jesus, he became a Christian. He moved to our town, settled down, got a job, got married. He was very devout. He wore sandals all the time because Jesus had. He wore a beard because Jesus had a beard. He loved to talk about the headlines. If there was an earthquake, a new plague, a war somewhere, he wanted to know if this was another sign that the end was near. 

            One day he came to see me. He was very troubled. It turned out that he had just turned 33 years old. And he was worried that he was going to out live Jesus of Nazareth. (The tradition says that Jesus was 33 at his death). He was suddenly faced with the prospect that he might have to plan for the long haul, when what he wanted was a grand finale. 

            When we get converted to Jesus, discover our higher power, come face to face with the reality of God in our lives – some part of us wants to quit our jobs and move to Africa; or we feel like selling all we have and going on the road with a tent revival preacher; or maybe we want to divorce all our current relationships and go find a new set in a new city.  Something in us wants to make a really fresh start in a new place with really fresh people.  The only problem with this is that we have to take our self with us.
            It is that self that John wants to talk to. John does not give a cataclysmic call, but a rather mundane one.  “Repent yourself; turn your life in a new direction right here and now.  Prepare the way of the Lord in your own neighborhood and among your own family.”

            John then shows that he is indeed raised on the Old Testament.  He calls on his listeners to remember the covenant of old. They are to remember how Moses and the prophets taught them to do justice and to love mercy.

            Instead of putting white robes on themselves, they are to put coats on their neighbors who do not have any.  Instead of worrying about what they are to wear when they meet the Messiah, they are supposed to think about what their neighbors have to wear every day and what they have to eat.  Instead of discussing what we will be served at the Wedding Feast of the Lamb, they are to be sure that their neighbors have enough food now.

            Business folk are told to quit cheating people out of money.  They are told to quit evaluating all of life by the single measure of profit.  Those in power are told not to use their power for personal gain, but for the common good.

            These are not earthshaking claims that John makes.  They hardly fall in the religious category of walk seven miles in bare feet wearing sack cloth and ashes.

            No, they might be summed up as “love your neighbor as yourself.”  Look around your community to see who needs a friend.  Quit spending your time figuring out how to get ahead of everyone: how to cheat them, beat them at their own game, steal from them when they are not looking.  Quit making money and power the center of all life.

            Lots of people can be very generous at Christmas time.  They can indeed show an outpouring of charity during this last month of December.  But John reminds us that justice year round is more important than charity at Christmas.  Paying people a living wage is more valuable than giving them a turkey at the holidays. Giving all the children a decent education year round is more important than toys at Christmas. 

            We cannot make up in December charity what has been lacking in daily justice. So let our December generosity guide our January work for justice. If we give books to school children for Christmas, let us agree to go in January to read them. If we welcome the homeless into our building through CARITAS in December, let us agree to work for more affordable housing for all the poor in the new year. 

            John calls us to prepare the way of the Lord year round, in our homes, our community, our daily lives. 

            For as John tells us, the Kingdom of God is very near.  Now is the time to repent, so that we may build a community that will welcome the coming of God’s Messiah.  That way we will not be ashamed when the Messiah arrives in his disguise:  as a street person, or a migrant worker; as a battered child or a recent ex-offender out of jail, or a forgotten old timer living on a small pension.  Whatever disguise the Master comes in; let us hope that he will find room in the inn, a coat to keep out the cold, a welcome from strangers, and a place by the fire of human compassion.     

            That will be good news indeed.  Good news for us all.  Because the kingdom of God is very close – as close as our neighbors who need us.
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