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During Advent, we ground ourselves in God’s promise that righteousness and justice will prevail.  Today the words of prophets form a part of the readings.  These proclaimer’s of God word, John and Paul, knew the people longed for a world that was more just, more loving, and more joy filled.  Prophets are people who are called by God to speak in the name of God.  In the Bible, prophets delivered social and religious criticism, made announcements about the future, and took God’s messages to individual people.  In turn, the people responded to them, sometimes favorable, sometimes not because they recognized God’s voice in the prophet’s speech and actions.

The prophets whose words we read in Advent did not see themselves as forecasting the birth of Jesus.  That is an understanding Christians have placed on the texts after the fact.  Prophecy, unlike prediction, was understood in Israel to be a way of talking about God’s presence, expectations, and activity at that time. 

Let us talk about John first.  John who lived in the desert, dressed in animal skins, ate locust and honey.  Can’t you just picture John, weather beaten, rough and sinewy?  Gnats probably flew patterns around his matted beard.  The desert left rails of salt, which disappeared into his hairy face.  He was tired, but full of fire.  His weariness stemmed not from the draining heat of the Judean sun, but from the growing burden he carried.  His words weighed him down.

John was preparing the people for the one to come.  He calls for genuine repentance and exhorts them to change.  Even though John calls the crowds, “vipers,” they seem eager to hear more.  They want to know what’s expected of them after baptism.  John responds that they are to live and act with integrity and compassion, caring for those who are denied a share of community resources or true justice.  Finally John points to the one who is to come.  This one, Jesus, come with a powerful message and a new baptism.  

John could give them water and the promise of forgiveness, but he could not give them what he, too, sought.  The longing in the wet faces of those he brought up out of the water asked him if he was the one from whom they waited.

Barclay tells us, “It is clear that the ministry of John was mightily effective, for they flocked out to listen to him and to submit to his baptism.  He was a man who lived his message.  There was the place in which he stayed, the desert with solitude and desolation, where he gave himself a chance to hear the voice of God.”

His rough garments told us that he dressed simply and avoided the soft and luxurious clothing, which kill the soul.  The food that he ate told us that John’s diet was simple.  His message was humble.  A famous violinist tells us that no sooner had Toscanini mounted the rostrum than the orchestra felt his authority flowing over them.  We recognize at once a doctor who has real skill.  I will always remember once when I was undergoing some very serious surgery, the surgeon came, took my hand and said to me, “I will do my very best.”  I knew with the help of God I was in good hands.  We recognize at once a speaker who knows his subject and if it comes from the heart.  John had come from God and to hear him was to know it.

His message was effective because he pointed to something and someone beyond himself.  He told men that his baptism drenched them in water, but one was coming who would drench them in the Holy Spirit; and while water could cleanse a man’s body the Holy Spirit could cleanse his life, self, and heart.

Then there is Paul some five years after Jesus death perhaps about 30 years old on his was to Damascus where he had his vision that transformed his future.  Paul was in prison when he wrote his letter to the Philippians. Christians were being hunted, persecuted, and killed in Rome.  In the midst of persecution and fear, Paul simply points to the promise and recalls “the peace of God that passes all understanding”.  Paul’s words break into our faith communities today.  As we look toward the promises of God’s future, we gather in joy and share the practices of the faith.    “Rejoice”, the word is simple, direct, and powerfully potent.

 Paul knew who he had been without Christ, and who he was with Christ.  Even in prison, his spirit was not brought low.  His message was all about good news, news good enough to inspire him to scratch down these lines, “Rejoice in the Lord always; again I say, rejoice” (Phil 4:4).  What kind of soul carries that joy even in jail carries it well enough to call other to live in it?

The prophets, the apostle Paul, and John all point us in this Advent toward the one who brings change.  What ways can we help in this change? Can attending to these needs point the way to the Christ child?

Paul says that proclamation brings about obedience of faith.  We not only are trying to invite others to belief.  Through proclamation we also are honing our own obedience to the call of Christ.  Through our own proclamation we find greater clarity in what we believe, greater depth in our prayer life, greater conviction of the injustices that surround us, and a greater call to confront those injustices.  We have a greater anticipation of Jesus Christ at work in the world in new and wonderful ways.  In short, our own obedience is made more complete.

As a retired pastor and Regent College theologian Eugene Peterson has written in “A Long Obedience in the Same Direction”, “we are on the move as Christians.  At each stage of our journey, we strive to demonstrate obedience through the road can be long and arduous.  Just like the ancient Hebrews, we move forward to Jerusalem proclaiming God’s love and singing of God’s glory all along the way.  And God can strengthen us in that daily journey so that we move forward in the conscious and continuous effort that develops into maturity in Christ”. 

Just for a moment, let us stop thinking about all the things we need to do, all the commitments we have made, all the other places we should be right now.  Yes, there’s too many and too much of everything.  Think instead that in this place at this time we have an opportunity to stop time and think about what we really want, deep within, for Christmas.  In this place called sanctuary, as we discover what that might be let God know.

In our own forward movement, we must be prophetic just as Paul was.  We must invite people to respond to our gospel just as Paul invited people to respond to his.  In the end people will respond to the gospel through us.  We are the prophets who can make the gospel come alive today and bring people into the knowledge and love of Jesus Christ.

Think about the banner hanging in a church Sunday school room: “You may be the only Bible that some people ever read.”  May they read and understand, and find peace as you have found it and proclaim it in Jesus Christ.  Let us be a gentle breeze of the Spirit. 

PRAYER

Dear God,

Let us live this season with sharing, gentleness, and prayer.  Amen            
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