Advent 2

Philippians 1:3-11, and Luke 3:1-6

John the Baptist, reminded people of his day of the prophet Elijah- rugged, dishevelled and disturbing! Funnily enough when I picture John the Baptist, I see someone rather like the comedian Billy Connolly; a young Billy Connolly- tall, with crazy unkempt long-hair, and wild flashing eyes. 
Depending on your taste in humour, the comparison may be odious! The Big Yin, as he’s called, is famous for some very coarse jokes… and he’s a self-confessed “atheist”!
He can draw the crowds though…In October he toured his Scottish homeland, and sold out everywhere he went. He boasted about crashing the computer systems in Glasgow and Edinburgh. They simply couldn’t handle the rush for tickets 

Stand-up comedy is booming. They’re calling it the new rock ‘n roll. Despite a recession, (or perhaps because of it), tickets for all the best known comedians are selling out fast. 
I know… because I got the last four tickets to see Michael Mcintyre in Basingstoke- just a matter of hours after they’d gone on sale! His brand of comedy, like so many stand-ups, is based on acute observation of human behaviour.
He holds up a mirror to ourselves and we cringe, and we laugh…together. Laugh as one big crowd and in our communal response we’re joined one to another- fellow human beings, all recognizing in his jokes our shared traits and ridiculous foibles. 
A successful comedian invites us to see the world (and ourselves) as he sees us. John the Baptist was not so much inviting, as compelling the crowds- by the force of his personality, his words and his underlying message- to see things as he saw them. And his message was deeply subversive.
Offering a baptism of repentance- “life-changing” baptism, leading to forgiveness of sins… he was by-passing the Temple, the priests, and the whole elaborate (and expensive) religious system. Paying your dues with the appropriate sacrifice was key to the whole set-up. 
But John’s kind of baptism, (more reminiscent of what non-Jews normally went through on conversion to Judaism) was radical. No repetitive ritual washing in special baths before worship, but a single unrepeatable dunking in the muddy River Jordan – the very name of the river laden with symbolism of home-coming and healing. This indeed was revolutionary stuff. 
No, despite its similarities, it wasn’t baptism like that of non-Jewish Proselytes converting- “outsiders” becoming “insiders”- but one allowing insiders to repent; to turn around, have a complete change of mind, and become fellow members of the common humanity we’re made for. 
The point of baptism was to enable men and women to think of themselves corporately, communally… not individually. 

Baptism is symbolic of… a dying… to all that divides us from other human beings. Sin is what divides us. But freedom, happiness, love and peace are what unite us. These are the first fruits of the kingdom of God, the first fruits of the “harvest of righteousness” that Paul was so happy to see burgeoning in the small Christian community he had nurtured in Philippi.  
John the Baptist emerged from the wilderness to call people to repent and offer themselves for baptism en masse…He was a prophet of national repentance, calling all Jews back to basics; to remember they were God’s people and it was God in whom they should trust. What was so appealing about what John was offering was that it was a clean slate, and hope for the future. 
Prophetic ministry always offers an alternative perception of reality, and lets people see their own history in the light of God’s freedom… and his will for justice and peace.

By being baptized the people were being prepared for their Lord’s coming… the arrival of the longed-for Messiah. Whether they fully recognized the radical implications of it all… is another matter.
In the next part of the story in Luke chapter 3, John the Baptist chastises the crowd for crawling out of the woodwork; “You brood of vipers,” he calls them …sinners rushing to try and escape God’s wrath, like snakes slithering out of the undergrowth and down to the river to escape a bushfire. 

Do we any more completely understand the demands on us of our baptism? We might have “joined the club,” probably as infant Christians, in a single unrepeated act, but without fully reflecting subsequently on the life-long reorientation; the regularly repeated, acts of repentance this commits us to. Baptism may be a once-only action, but repentance/reorientation is not.
It reminds me of the story of a monk… who was once asked what he did in the monastery all day? He paused, then replied: “I fall down, I get up. I fall down. I get up again.”
The people flocking to the River Jordan in response to the call to repent were caught up in the excitement of the new and shocking figure in their midst, who promised so much… and in language dripping with allusions to the prophets of old. John the Baptist had burst onto the scene as an exciting, risky herald, pointing to someone even greater. Revolutionary upset was in the air…
Luke had already carefully set the scene for us with those opening lines to the chapter…placing the story precisely in the time and context of one particular emperor, one ruler after another…one high priest after another… This may be a world dominated by VIPs… men of power and influence, and yet… who does God’s word come to? No-one with official clout. But to John, son of Zechariah. In the wilderness… the desert, the middle of nowhere. 

You only have to see the word “wilderness” in the Bible and you can be certain that in the topsy-turvy world of God’s kingdom… wilderness means the place where God is encountered, heard. It is where God speaks and where focused human minds- away from all other distractions- hear the truth that’s uttered. 
Down the ages kings have employed “fools,” (comedians of their day), to tell them the truth. Truth is a rare and precious commodity, especially in royal courts peopled by sycophants; yes-men, who’ll lie and say anything to secure preferential treatment and privilege. The king’s “fool” alone was immune, (mostly), from the risks attached to telling a king unpalatable truths. 
King Herod though didn’t see the funny side of what John the Baptist had to say about his marriage plans to his brother’s wife, (who was also his niece!) And the king had John beheaded as a result.  

As with fools and comedians down through history, so priests and ministers, “holy fools for Christ,” also hold up a mirror…. to our congregations.  Preachers step up into the pulpit carrying a responsibility to tell the truth as they see it.
In one of his sermons in the seventeenth century, the famous French preacher, Bishop Bossuet, once spoke with dazzling oratory about the preacher’s awesome responsibility towards his people. Then, with a rhetorical flourish, he said: “Perhaps you are here to sit in judgement on my sermon- but at the Last Judgement you will have to answer for your part in it.” The sermon is an event shaped in both the pulpit, and the pew. 
It’s a view expanded on by the Danish philosopher, Soren Kierkegaard, who said that the preacher is not the performer: “the preacher is simply the prompter in the drama of human life as it is lived and performed by God.”
The minister, (like John the Baptist), exists to prompt that drama, and coax human minds and hearts into life… by pointing them to the hints and foresights of the kingdom of God. In common with comedians, the preacher is asking, in effect; “Do you see what I see?” 
Now, Advent is not a season generally associated with laughs… but it should be a time of joy!  Advent is when the church remembers God’s promise to come among his people, when we prepare for his coming in Judgement at the end of all things, his coming as a child, and his coming among us now. 
We are to watch and wait… for the signs of his coming. God’s coming is like a waterless desert-wilderness… springing into fresh green life.  
Both comedians and ministers may be posing the question: “Do you see what I see?”…. but if one is after laughs, the other seeks to evoke that elusive quality- lasting joy. Just hear the joy bubbling up in Paul in his letter to the Philippians: “I thank my God every time I remember you, constantly praying with joy.” His sort of happiness consists in knowing that there is no correlation between our circumstances and joy; ( Paul was writing from prison, remember!) Joy comes from within; it’s based on whom you trust not just what you see and feel.
John the Baptist, emerged from the desert pointing towards Jesus. He risked his life, and lost it, for witnessing to the truth. 
I leave you with the words of… yet another monk, (presumably of the “fall down, stand up, fall down, stand up again” variety), the Dominican friar Timothy Radcliffe. He’s written a book called: “What is the point of being a Christian?” His answer won’t make you laugh, but it has all the joy of a truth to not only stand up for, but to die for: “The point of all religion is to point us to the God… who is the point of everything.”    

