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A
 Children
A little boy once noticed an enormous elephant tied to a tiny stake in the ground. He asked the elephant's trainer if the elephant could pull the stake up and get away. The trainer replied, "Yes he could." But then the trainer added, "But he never will.
"You see, when he was just a baby elephant, we had to tie him up with a heavy chain. The chain was fastened to a six-foot pillar of steel and concrete buried in the ground. Even though he kept trying to break away he never could. One day, he quit trying. Ever since, all we've needed to keep him in his place has been this little stake. You see, elephants have excellent memories, and every time this enormous elephant thinks about breaking away, he remembers back to when he tried before and failed. So he doesn't even try."
We are sometimes like that, boys and girls. Maybe, somebody along the way tells us that we are clumsy, and we never forget that. All the rest of our lives we act clumsy, even though we are not really clumsy at all. Or maybe somebody tells us that we are stupid or weak. And for some crazy reason we believe them and it becomes like a stake driven into the ground. For the rest of our lives we think of ourselves as stupid or weak.
How sad for that to happen to anybody. I want to tell you this morning that God created you beautiful and wonderful. Don't you let anybody tell you any differently. You are a marvelous person and God loves you. If you want to tie yourself to anything, tie yourself to that truth. God has created you to be a very special person and you can do anything He wants you to do.
Adult
His name was John. People knew him locally as the Baptist. Some would say of him that he was a religious eccentric. Others less kind would dismiss him as being simply a flake. He definitely did not seem to be the kind of “How to win friends and influence people” type of personality to usher in the news of the Messiah’s coming. He just somehow doesn’t seem to fit in with shepherds and wise men and the other characters that we traditionally associate with the Christmas story. Yet, this was God’s unlikely servant chosen to herald the spectacular events that would soon follow. A most unlikely promotions man to be sure, but God’s man nevertheless.
From the very beginning everything about John was unique. His mother Elizabeth was related to Mary, the mother of Jesus. Elizabeth conceived six months before Mary. But Mary happened to be a very young girl, indeed almost a child. Most scholars put her probable age at thirteen. It was not unusual for a girl in that day and time to be of childbearing age at such a tender age. Indeed, it is not unheard of even in contemporary America.
Elizabeth, on the other hand, was a woman who was in the golden years of her life. She had never given birth to a child. You would think of her more in the category of great grandmother than mother. Yet, she and her aging priest of a husband were the unlikely candidates. It’s not out of the question today with recent advances in medicine,
And then there was John himself. Being the same age as Jesus they grow up together, played together, yet as they reached adulthood they were different in so many ways. When John began his ministry he lived in the desert solitude of Judea, a rugged desert wilderness. He fed on honey and wild locust and dressed in garments of camel hair. He constantly brooded over the scriptures, especially the prophetic ministry of Elijah, after whom he modeled his own ministry.
Nor was John a respecter of persons or rank. He had an intimidating personality. For that reason the upper class folk rejected both he and his message. You can read about that in Luke 7:29.
Yet, John gathered a respectable following. He attracted many hearers among the lower class, many of whom received baptism by his hands. John even drew a group of disciples around him, which is significant for two reasons. First, some of these disciples later became disciples of our Lord. Secondly, a number of people began to think of John himself as being the long expected Messiah. For that reason John’s gospel felt obliged to specifically point out “There was a man sent from God whose name was John, He came for testimony to bear witness to the light that all might believe through him. He was not the light, but he came to bear witness to the light.
What drew people to John and his message? Well, John was far-fetched. His austere life style was a compelling reason to listen to him and perhaps his strange ways convinced some people to follow him. I think many thought he was Elijah the prophet who returned. But there was more to John than simply a bizarre strange life. John understood that God was about to do something that would shake the foundations of the earth and he needed to prepare the way for that event. He did this in basically three ways:
I
First, John the Baptist prepared the way by living a godly life. In an age of corruption John the Baptist appeared as a clean, bracing breath of mountain air. In his passionate embrace of goodness he spoke out fearlessly against every form of corruption. When the religious leaders from Jerusalem turned up in his congregation he did not express his delight to see them and feel complimented that they had done him the honor of attending as perhaps we might have done had we been in his place. “O generation of vipers who has warned you to flee from the wrath to come!” A great preacher once said “The heart that does not know anger is the heart which is not pure.” John’s devotion was uncompromising and complete. And the impact of his godliness prepared the way for Jesus.
Some years ago a communist newspaper reporter was conducting an in depth study of a Roman Catholic order of Nuns working in Paris. The hard bitten reporter, Pierre Giraud was convinced that the good works, the loving philanthropy, the apparent tenderness of these women was just a cover for obtaining financial support for their institution. He asked if he might accompany one of the Nuns during a typical day. She took him down some of the most dilapidated streets he had ever seen.. In the basement of one house was a man who was terminally ill. The newspaper reporter was accustomed to grim conditions but these made even him wince. The dirt and smell were overpowering. Vermin scurried away as they approached. The sick man who was lying on a bundle of rags was indescribably dirty. He was trembling. His condition was the product of poverty, disease, alcohol and drugs. The Nun rolled up her sleeves picked up a bowl~ filled it with water from a tap upstairs and began to wash him~ Suddenly the sick man jerked up. “Sister”, he whimpered, “I am frightened.” The communist reporter said “I stared in unbelief as I saw this refined, cultured woman take that filthy wreck of a man and hold him in her arms like a baby. Suddenly the hovel became heaven because love was there.” He was overwhelmed by the goodness, which he saw.
The world has no answer to the Godly life. The only appropriate answer is to try and find the secret of it, imitate it, and hope others will come to know it themselves. That’s how John prepared. He lived a godly life. Let me ask you, is God preparing the way this Advent through the influence of your life?
II
Secondly, John the Baptist prepared the way by challenging the people’s sins. One of the towering marks of this age is the absence of guilt. Not many people would deny that fact. Some are pleased the guilt has been dethroned; others see it as a bad sign. The absence of guilt in today’s society makes it very difficult to talk about sin and the need for repentance. For if there is no feeling of guilt, then the need for repentance is greatly minimized. if not altogether eliminated.
For many the word repentance is a word that belongs to yesterday. It is equated with sackcloth and ashes and mourners benches. Some see repentance as something that we do only if we get caught. But repentance is far more than simply blurting out “I’m Sorry” if we get caught cheating the IRS or cheating on our wife. Nor is repentance merely turning over a new leaf. Instead, repentance means to turn around and go in another direction. What John the Baptist wanted his audience to hear was: turn your life toward this one called Messiah. Repentance is not negative or down faced. Rather, it looks up and looks forward. It breaks the chains of oppression and death that hold us back. Don’t get stuck in the notion that repentance means feeling sorry and miserable. It is simply this. It means you have stopped doing what is wrong and now you are going to do the right thing.
And it means one more thing. True repentance means a willingness to confront sin. John the Baptist had this courage to challenge sin wherever he met it. King Herod had seduced his brother’s wife and taken her to live with him. Although the people were outraged their religious leaders were silent. They had to tread carefully; Herod could be violent and brutal if provoked. But this wild preacher from the wilderness did not consider his own safety. He had eyes only for God. With outspoken courage he denounced the king and because of this was arrested and eventually put to death. For a man who loved the hills and the open spaces the confines of a prison cell must have been unbearable.
Much is wrong with our society. We can all make a list; broken homes, the increase in violence and dishonesty, the lack of integrity in public life, the slow slide of the church into adopting the ways of the world, the decay of sexual morality. Who is willing to be the watchman who sounds the alarm? Who will call us bark to God in repentance? Who will have eyes only for his Lord not seeking the approval of the crowds? It will not be a popular task.
This Advent we salute the forerunner who prepared the way by challenging the people’s sins. He was not after the popular vote. He had eyes only for God. Are we ready to share his work and mission?
III
Third, John the Baptist prepared the way by pointing to Christ. John in the desert was in the great tradition of the Hebrew prophets. He was aware that time was running out. In his burning message he had no time for peripheral matters. Soon the sword of Herod’s guard would flash and his tongue would lie silent in the grave. Superficial people came out from Jerusalem to see him. They were intrigued by this strange phenomenon of a wild man preaching repentance. Frivolous things such as his dress, his diet and his fierce declamatory oratory fascinated them. They wanted to interview him and then tell all their friends about their remarkable experience. “Who are you?” they asked. His answer was curt: “I am not the Christ.” “Are you Elijah?” “No!” “Then who are you?” they persisted. John’s answer ought to be the ultimate goal of every preacher: “I am a voice.”
And it was John’s crowning glory that he saw something, which no other had recognized. It is true that others had anticipated that God would intervene in human affairs. They had predicted that the Messiah would come as the head of a conquering army, the Lion of Judah to the fight! But this wild man from the wilderness saw into the heart of his nation and into the mind of His God. This insight he has left for us and our children for ever. “Behold”, he cries as he sees Jesus approaching the river, “Behold... .not the Lion who will conquer and destroy,...but behold the lamb of Gad who takes away the sin of the world.
There is no greater privilege given to any man this side of heaven than to point to the Lamb of God who takes away the sin of the world.
 What might this phrase mean, “baptize you with the Holy Spirit?”  We know there are many Christians who do not think their baptisms were enough.  Rather, they think they need another baptism, baptism in the Holy Spirit, that really frees up the gifts of God in our lives.  But this is not the idea that we Catholics have.  When we are baptized, it is in the name of the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit.  We receive the Spirit in our baptisms.  Yet so many believers do not appreciate this.
 
     Baptism in water is, obviously, a cleansing.  Baptism has meanings like “wash” and “clean.”  We can imagine what this felt like for the crowds that came to St. John in the Jordan.  And isn’t it true that many Christians think that’s the purpose of their faith: to be clean, pure, and sinless?  The idea is that if I do not have any sins, then I am a good follower of Jesus.
 
     But Christian baptism clearly means more than this.  Being clean and flawless is not the ideal of Christian life.  Rather, we are baptized to be empowered by Jesus to be his follower and continue his mission.  So Christian baptism obviously means more than washing; it means being empowered to bring the vision of Jesus into reality; being empowered to serve as he served. 
 
     Today the Scriptures remind us that we are called to be disciples of Jesus, to be people who continue to learn from him so we can continue his mission.  All of us are called to forgive, to bring healing, to console and strengthen, to accept, to love with God’s love.  All of us are called to proclaim the Kingdom with our own lives.  Advent isn’t just waiting for Jesus to come; Advent means we share in the task Jesus has given us—to extend his Kingdom in the world through our lives.




B
Some years ago a military airplane crashed at Sonderstrom Air Force Base in Greenland. Twenty-two people were killed. The runway and the nearby fields were strewn with bodies. It was a tragic and horrible moment. There was only one chaplain on the base at the time... and the entire burden was laid on him to bring comfort and the Word of Christ to a shocked community staggered by the horrendous accident. But there was little time to mourn that day. The grisly task of gathering up and identifying the bodies needed to be done. 
And so, the chaplain, along with a young lieutenant who had been assigned the duties of a mortuary officer and a group of volunteers went about the awful business of picking up the mutilated bodies and trying to identify the dead, so that their families and loved ones back home could be notified. It was a heart-breaking and exhausting task, but it had to be done. The people worked in shocked silence well into the night until they almost dropped from fatigue. When every last remnant of death had been picked up, they each went silently to their individual rooms. 
That night, after midnight, there was a knock on the chaplain's door. Outside stood the young lieutenant, the Mortuary Officer. He said nothing. He just stood there and wept. After some moments, the young lieutenant spoke through his tears and he said to the chaplain, "As we were picking up the bodies today, I realized something. I realized that the only other people out there with us were the people who go to church here. I have always been an unbeliever, and I used to ridicule these same people who were out there with us. Yet they are the only persons who would, or perhaps could, do what we had to do today. It must have been their Christian spirit that could help them see beyond the horror to the hope." 
That tragic day turned around the life of that young lieutenant. As he had admitted, he had never been religious, had seldom gone to church except for weddings and funerals, but from that time on he was a new man. Christ was born in his heart. From that time forward, he took an active part in the Christian ministry of that base. Then he did an unheard thing – he extended his tour of duty in Greenland for an extra year. He was the first person in the history of that base to do that. He did it because he wanted to be able to tell others the story of how the power of the Christian Hope had changed his life. 
If you want to give your loved ones a great Christmas present this year, give them the gift of Christian Hope. On page after page of the New Testament we find it: the Good News that God will win, that nothing can defeat Him; that ultimately God and goodness will have the victory and that when we put our hope in Him, nothing, not even death, can separate us from His watchful care and His love and His triumph. Once each year, Christmas comes along to renew our hope and to remind us that the darkness of this world cannot overcome the light of the world. 
Our lesson for today from Isaiah 40 begins like this: “Comfort, comfort my people, says your God. Speak tenderly to Jerusalem, and proclaim to her that her hard service has been completed, that her sin has been paid for . . .” 
It’s been said that the task of a prophet is to comfort the afflicted and afflict the comfortable. Prophets like Amos, Jeremiah and Ezekiel were quite adept at afflicting the comfortable. Amos, particularly, was harsh in chastising the children of Israel because of their treatment of the poor as well as their other sins. In chapter 3 he explains why: 
“Hear this word, people of Israel, the word the Lord has spoken against you—against the whole family I brought up out of Egypt: ‘You only have I chosen of all the families of the earth; therefore I will punish you for all your sins . . .’” 
That’s interesting, don’t you think? It is because God chose Israel to be His people that it is necessary for God to punish Israel when they go astray. 
From time to time, I hear someone say that God has chosen America and that is the reason we are so blessed materially. Be careful when you say that. Remember what the Master said, “From everyone who has been given much, much will be demanded; and from the one who has been entrusted with much, much more will be asked” (Luke 12:48b). It was because God had chosen Israel that He expected so much out of her. And it was because God chose Israel that He punished her for her sins. That was the teaching of the prophets. 
Fortunately, we live on the other side of the cross. Christ has borne our sins on himself. As the psalmist said, “he does not treat us as our sins deserve or repay us according to our iniquities. For as high as the heavens are above the earth, so great is his love for those who fear him; as far as the east is from the west, so far has he removed our transgressions from us” (Psalm 103:10-12). 
God does not punish us for our sins. Still, it would profit us to heed the word of the prophets. If we are in Christ, the punishment for our transgressions has been taken away from us. However, that does not mean we are home free. If you drive out of the parking lot at 90 miles an hour, run red lights, drive recklessly in every way possible— even if you escape the judgment of law enforcement—there is the judgment of the laws of physics that says that if you take a turn too fast in a car there is a price to pay. There is a certain amount of pain involved in crashing an automobile into an immovable object like a large oak tree or, for that matter, another car. God’s not punishing you for this reckless act; the laws of nature are punishment enough. 
God does not punish us for our sins. He only weeps when we bring punishment on ourselves by our misdeeds. The prophets of the Old Testament were simply warning the people where they were headed if they continually ignored God’s law. 
Someone has likened it to two young men canoeing down the river toward Niagara Falls. Although the water was relatively calm, they were approaching the area where the water began to pick up speed as it headed for the falls. A man on the shore, sensing the danger, called out, “Young men, you’re getting too close to the rapids!” 
But the young men, who heard the warning, did not heed it. Instead they went on laughing and joking, paying no attention to the danger. 
On the shore, the man watching began to run and shouted in desperation, “Turn around! You’re getting too close to the rapids!” 
Still the young men did not heed his warning. Faster and faster ran the current until the canoe was trapped in the rapids. The young men began to panic. With all the power at their command they tried to turn the canoe around, but it was too late. Over the falls they went—all because they refused to heed the voice of warning. (2) 
The prophets were not simply “spoil sports,” as many of us would like to imagine them, trying to keep people from having too much fun. Rather they were voices of warning that doing wrong can bring disaster for us and often for people we love. Sometimes, if we are fortunate, a friend will serve as a voice of warning. 
Sometimes the prophets were quite strident with their warnings, but, every once in a while, the prophets were capable of striking a gentle chord as well. None more so than the prophet Isaiah. And our text for today contains some of the most beautiful words in the scriptures: 
“Comfort, comfort my people,” says your God. “Speak tenderly to Jerusalem and proclaim to her that her hard service has been completed, that her sin has been paid for.” 
Here is the setting for this passage: The Babylonian army had invaded the land. Many of the leading citizens have been taken away to exile in Babylon. The temple in Jerusalem had been destroyed. The holy city lay in ruins. The people were in shock. Those carried away to exile had the extra burden of being displaced from their home, the Promised Land. As the psalmist cried out during this time of exile: “By the waters of Babylon—there we sat down and there we wept when we remembered Zion.” (Psalm 137:1) 
That’s the situation that the prophet Isaiah is addressing. But rather than issuing any more words of warning, he becomes a herald of hope. “Comfort, comfort my people,” says your God. “Speak tenderly to Jerusalem . . .” The Lord has not forgotten His people. Indeed, God Himself will soon be coming to them which is why we read this for Advent. 
This is one of the many messianic prophecies of Isaiah. Isaiah is telling the people that God will not leave them desolate—just as He will not leave us desolate. As he says in chapter 7, verse 40, “Therefore the Lord himself will give you a sign: The virgin will conceive and give birth to a son and will call him Immanuel” which means “God is with us.” God with us. Are there any words in scripture more beautiful than these: God with us. 
“Do you people remember the story about Robinson Crusoe? “Robinson Crusoe was in a shipwreck. He was all alone, stranded on an island. He wandered around that island 
for days, weeks, months and he knew he was alone. But one day, he noticed a footprint in the sand and that footprint was not his own. Immediately, Robinson Crusoe knew instantly that he was not alone. Someone else was on that island.” Someone else was with him. 
That was the message of Isaiah to the people of Israel. Immanuel was coming. God had not forgotten them. They were not alone. 
In one of his books, evangelist Billy Graham told about a time in his life when he was going through a dark period. He said he prayed long and earnestly, but there was no answer. He said he felt as though God was indifferent and that he was all alone with his problem. It was what some would call “a dark night of the soul.” 
Billy Graham wrote his mother about the experience. He said he would never forget her reply: “Son,” she said, “There are many times when God withdraws to test your faith. He wants you to trust Him in the darkness. Now, Son, reach up by faith in the fog and you will find that His hand will be there.” 
“Relieved,” Graham said, “I knelt by my bed and experienced an overwhelming sense of God’s presence.” (4) 
That is the greatest source of comfort in this world. I know, there are many things that are offered as sources of comfort in the world today. We have comfort food. Who said chocolate? One man said that in his family growing up, meatloaf was their comfort food. Well . . . different strokes for different folks. 
In 1995, there was a young man in Britain who excelled in taking examinations. His name was Francis Thomason. Francis gave credit to his warm slippers when explaining how he had managed to pass so many examinations and gain a university degree. “It is important to have comfortable feet,” he said. (5) 
Lots of things bring comfort. Linus, in the Peanuts cartoon, had his blanket for comfort. Remember that? He took it with him everywhere he went. 
There are times when we need someone to comfort us. 
But later in this chapter Isaiah tells us the real source of comfort and that, of course, is God: “You who bring good news to Zion, go up on a high mountain. You who bring good news to Jerusalem, lift up your voice with a shout, lift it up, do not be afraid; say to the towns of Judah, ‘Here is your God!’” Then he adds these tender words, “He tends his flock like a shepherd: He gathers the lambs in his arms and carries them close to his heart; he gently leads those that have young.” Now that’s comfort—comfort that only God can give. 
“Comfort, comfort my people, says your God. Speak tenderly to Jerusalem and proclaim to her that her hard service has been completed, that her sin has been paid for . . .” There’s only one place where lasting comfort can be found—in the arms of the one who as a babe laid his head in the manger of Bethlehem. 
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C King Duncan 
After some last-minute Christmas shopping, a woman was rushing her grandchildren into the car. It was then that four-year-old Jason said, “Grandma, Susie has something in her pocket.” He then proceeded to reach into Susie’s pocket and pulled out a new red barrette.
Though she was tired, this grandmother knew it was important for Susie to put the item back where she had found it. They did just that. Then they headed to the grocery store. Later at the grocery store checkout, the clerk asked, “Have you kids been good so Santa will come?” 
“I’ve been very good,” replied Jason, “but my sister just robbed a store.” (1)
I hope all our adults are being good. After all, Santa is watching.
It is interesting how each of the Gospels tells about the coming of Christ in a different way. 
Matthew prepares us for this wondrous story by giving us a list of Jesus’ ancestors back through the reign of King David, all the way back to Adam. Then he tells us about Mary and Joseph and the announcement by an angel that Mary will conceive a child by the Holy Spirit. This, says the angel, is to fulfill a prophecy of Isaiah (7:14), “The virgin will conceive and give birth to a son, and they will call him Immanuel” (which means “God with us”). Then Matthew moves to Jesus’ birth and the story of the star in the heavens that leads the magi to the house where the young child lay. 
Luke tells the story in a slightly different way. Luke begins with an angel announcing to Zechariah and Elizabeth, John the Baptist’s parents, that a son will be born to them in their advanced age. Then Luke tells about the angel’s announcement to Mary that she will bear a child. Then he tells about a visit Mary makes to Elizabeth’s home where Mary delivers her beautiful hymn of praise which the church has termed the Magnificat. Then Luke tells about Christ’s birth with the angels praising God in the heavens and the shepherds hurrying to Bethlehem to worship the newborn babe. 
The Gospel of John, written much later than the other Gospels, dispenses with the genealogies and the birth narratives altogether. Instead John goes back all the way to the beginning of time to let us know that Christ was present at creation: “In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God. He was with God in the beginning. Through him all things were made; without him nothing was made that has been made. In him was life, and that life was the light of all mankind. The light shines in the darkness, and the darkness has not overcome it . . .” Then John moves almost immediately to Jesus’ baptism by John the Baptist. 
And then there is the Gospel of Mark. Most scholars believe Mark was the first Gospel to be recorded. It is thought that Mark was fearful that those who were witnesses to the coming of Christ would die before anyone prepared a written testimony to Christ’s life. So Mark wrote in a hurry, giving us a bare-bones account of Christ’s life, death and resurrection. So there are no shepherds in Mark’s account, no magi. Neither are there theological reflections as in John. However, like John, Mark begins with Jesus’ baptism. Mark’s Gospel begins like this: The beginning of the good news about Jesus the Messiah, the Son of God, as it is written in Isaiah the prophet: “I will send my messenger ahead of you, who will prepare your way” “a voice of one calling in the wilderness, ‘Prepare the way for the Lord, make straight paths for him.’” 
And so John the Baptist appears in the wilderness, preaching a baptism of repentance for the forgiveness of sins. The whole Judean countryside and all the people of Jerusalem go out to him. Confessing their sins, they are baptized by him in the Jordan River. John was a strange looking spokesman for God. He wore clothing made of camel’s hair, with a leather belt around his waist, and he ate locusts and wild honey. And this was his message: “After me comes the one more powerful than I, the straps of whose sandals I am not worthy to stoop down and untie. I baptize you with water, but he will baptize you with the Holy Spirit.” 
So, almost immediately, Mark moves to the gist of the Gospel, Jesus’ baptism by John the Baptist with the Spirit descending on Jesus like a dove. And a voice coming from heaven: “You are my Son, whom I love; with you I am well pleased.” 
Our introduction to the coming of Christ in Mark’s Gospel isn’t angels singing in the heavens or a bright star moving toward Bethlehem. Instead, it is John the Baptist out in the wilderness. John has an announcement to make. 
There is a story about a church one Sunday morning in Charlotte, N. C. It came time for the sermon. The preacher was just about to open his mouth and begin when suddenly a man in the balcony a stranger, a man nobody knew stood up and said in a loud clear voice, “I have a word from the Lord.” Heads swiveled around. Whatever this word from the Lord was, no one ever got to hear it because “two bouncers disguised as ushers bounded like gazelles up the balcony stairway and muscled him out of the sanctuary and into the street.” (2) It was a Sunday morning to remember. 
I’m not surprised the ushers hustled this man out. Our first thought is that he was a nut. But what if he did have a word from God? That’s possible, isn’t it? What if his message was authentic? We will never know, because the ushers were in a hurry to keep him from disrupting worship. That’s kind of scary if you think about it. A person might have a genuine message from God and we might dismiss him as a nut, a radical, a trouble maker. John the Baptist was someone with a genuine announcement from God. 
Usually announcements in church are kind of boring, aren’t they? Unless, of course, they get mangled. One pastor chuckled over a typo that changed the meaning of an announcement that appeared in his church bulletin: “Choir rehearsal this afternoon at 
3:30. Everyone who wishes to sin in the choir must come to practice.” I seriously doubt there is more sinning in the choir than anywhere else. And they certainly don’t need practice. You have to be careful about announcements though.Or “Weight Watchers going to the basement meeting room should use the large double doors in the back of the Church.” 
At one small college in the Northeast, snow had been coming down steadily for hours when an announcement came over the intercom: “Will the students who are parked on College Drive please move their cars so that we may begin plowing?” 
Twenty minutes later there was another announcement: “Plowing has been completed. The six hundred and twenty-seven students who went to move 26 cars can return to class now.” (3) 
John the Baptist is out in the wilderness. He is strangely dressed. He is contending that he has a word from God. He has an announcement that the world needs to hear. This is important for us to see. The Christian faith is not a truth that someone has discovered or an idea that someone has carefully thought out. Christian faith is an announcement, it is a proclamation. It is an act of revelation. The Gospel is neither a discussion nor a debate. It is an announcement! It is an announcement of God’s wondrous love. 
An angel makes an announcement to Elizabeth and Zechariah that Elizabeth will bear a child even at their advanced age. An angel makes an announcement to Mary and then confirms it to Joseph that she will bear a child whose name will be Emmanuel. Later John the Baptist will make an announcement to the people of Israel. And what is that announcement that John makes? “After me comes the one more powerful than I, the straps of whose sandals I am not worthy to stoop down and untie. I baptize you with water, but he will baptize you with the Holy Spirit.” 
This is the heart of Advent and Christmas. We love all the preparations for Christmas: lights, music, parties, family coming in, manger scenes, and all the other wonderful elements of this season of the year. But none of it means anything without this announcement by John of the coming Messiah: “After me comes the one more powerful than I, the straps of whose sandals I am not worthy to stoop down and untie. I baptize you with water, but he will baptize you with the Holy Spirit.” John was announcing the coming of the Messiah. 
Really, on the surface, John’s announcement doesn’t sound all that dramatic. Basically all he says is that this Messiah is someone very special, someone much more worthy than John himself. It is clear that even John could not grasp the full meaning of his announcement. It took more sophisticated theologians to see that this Messiah was not just a messenger of God, but was God Himself in human form. He was the Word made flesh. Isaiah prophesied this very thing hundreds of years before Christ’s birth. He wrote in our lesson for today, “You who 
bring good news to Zion, go up on a high mountain. You who bring good news to Jerusalem, lift up your voice with a shout, lift it up, do not be afraid; say to the towns of Judah, ‘Here is your God!’” (v. 9). 
John’s announcement was greater than even he could realize. He was introducing to the world the incarnate God. 
It’s like a story that theologian Dale Bruner tells about a little boy named Gabriel Hurles. In January 2009 Gabriel turned six years old. Gabriel was so focused on eating his birthday cake, that he hardly noticed a giant package in the corner of the room. When another child pointed out the large gift, Gabriel ran over and began to tear off the wrapping. When the package was open, Gabriel discovered it wasn’t a bicycle or any of the other items a six-year-old would dream about for Christmas. Rather, it was Gabriel’s dad, Army Specialist Casey Hurles, home on leave from the war in Iraq. Gabriel and his father had been apart for seven months, so when Casey learned his leave would coincide with his son’s birthday, he hatched a plan to offer Gabriel an amazing surprise. He had himself wrapped up as the ultimate birthday gift for his child. (4) 
In essence, that’s what God did for us that first Christmas. He offered Himself as an amazing surprise. He wrapped Himself up in the form of a tiny baby. Everything we know about God, we learn from his son, Jesus Christ. He is the Word made flesh. 
Origen, in the third century, offered a different kind of analogy. He told of a village with a huge statue. This statue was so immense you couldn’t see exactly what it was supposed to represent. Finally, someone miniaturized the statue so one could see the person it honored. Origen said, “That is what God did in his Son.” 
In Colossians 1 Paul tells us Christ is the self-miniaturization of God, the visible icon or image of the invisible God. In Christ we have God in a comprehensible way. In Christ we have God’s own personal and definitive visit to the planet. (5) 
Without even realizing the full scope of his message, John announced that God Himself had come to this world. But there is a second facet to John’s announcement. John also announced that another baptism was coming, a baptism of the Holy Spirit. “After me comes the one more powerful than I, the straps of whose sandals I am not worthy to stoop down and untie. I baptize you with water, but he will baptize you with the Holy Spirit.” You and I take great comfort in our baptism. To say that we are baptized into the Christian faith is one of the most important things that can ever happen to us. It is a sign that we have joined God’s family. 
I love the way one little girl described it. Before I give you that description, however, you need to know that out on the cattle ranches of the West the unbranded calves that roam at large are known as “mavericks.” They are claimed by the man who is first to get his brand on them at the annual round up. A little Western girl had been baptized one Sunday by a local minister. Her schoolmates questioned her the next day as to the meaning of the ceremony. “Well,” she said, “I will just tell you. I was a little maverick out 
on the prairie and that man put the Jesus mark on my forehead so that when Jesus sees me He will know that I am one of His children.” (6) 
Well, yes, baptism is something like that. It does mark us as one of God’s children. But it is more than that. It is a sign of new life in Christ Jesus. 
In the movie “O Brother, Where Art Thou?” three escaped convicts come across a group of people dressed in white. They are singing as they pass mysteriously through the woods toward the river. The three ne’er-do-wells follow the singers. They come upon a service down by the river where people are lining up to be baptized. One of the convicts rushes into the water to be baptized. When he emerges from the water he exclaims that the minister told him that all his sins have been washed away. Even, he says, when he stole that pig for which he’d been convicted. 
“But you said you were innocent of that,” says one of his comrades. “I lied,” he says, “and that’s been washed away too!!” 
And we do see a change in this former scoundrel. His friends steal an apple pie from a windowsill. But a hand reaches up and leaves money for the apple pie. It is this newly baptized saint of God. 
Baptism is more than a ceremony. It is more than a symbol. Something that deals with the hidden reality. Baptism is a renewing of the mind. It is allowing the spirit of Christ, the Holy Spirit to come into our life and make us new people. There is the baptism of water, but there is also a baptism of the Holy Spirit. That happens when we consciously invite Christ to take up residence in our lives. We often say at this time of the year that we wish the Christmas spirit could stay with us all year long. This is the secret of maintaining the Christmas Spirit. It is to pray that God will send His Holy Spirit to take up a permanent residence in our lives, and that is the greatest gift that we can receive. 
A certain church was performing Charles Dickens’ A Christmas Carol. At the end of the play, miserly Ebenezer Scrooge is transformed by the meaning of Christmas. He wants to share his newfound joy with someone, so he calls to a poor newsboy, “Come up here, boy. I’ve got something wonderful for you.” Out of the audience would come a scruffy newsboy to receive a few coins. But this particular night, another little boy in the audience was so entranced by the story that he spontaneously rose and walked up to the stage when Scrooge made his announcement. He thought the invitation was for him: “Come up here, boy. I’ve got something wonderful for you.” (7) 
It is something wonderful and we all are invited to receive it. God Himself has come into our world. He offers to all the gift of His Holy Spirit, His presence with us to comfort and empower. Won’t you receive that gift this day? 
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D Desiano 
When you hear the phrase, “It’s no longer business as usual,” how does it make you feel? 
Let’s face it, there’s a huge part of us that likes business as usual. We can figure out what’s likely to happen during our day, including the amount of work we have to do and what our income might be. Because of this predictability, special things like feasts or pieces of art stand out even more in our lives. Just look at what a disruption this pandemic has been to our “business as usual” lives? 
So when John begin his ministry on the Jordan, it’s a bit surprising that so many people were drawn to him. These earliest verses in Mark’s Gospel make it sound like John was the equivalent of the American appearance of the Beatles. People could not get enough of him. Mark’s language is meant to evoke in us jus how powerful John’s message was. “It’s not business as usual!” 
The folk who came clearly wanted to put something behind themselves. John proclaimed a baptism for the forgiveness of sins. There were certain sects at that time which practiced a ritual of water purification almost as part of their daily lives. But John’s baptism was something different. This was not joining a kind of monastic group; this was part of becoming part of a movement. People wanted disruption—in their own lives and in the life of their society. 
We know from our own current experience that movements are not always welcomed. “If you don’t like the country, leave it,” people say. Movements can make it look like we are all going to lose something important to our daily life. What would it meant to be part of the movement that John was stirring up? “A baptism of repentance for the forgiveness of sins.” What people wanted to lose was that part of their lives that set God aside, that did not take God seriously as the center of their existence. 
But if John came in the desert to begin this movement, Isaiah presents the voice of God coming at another time in Jewish life proclaiming that business as usual was ending. Only this was not a disruption of daily life; it was a disruption of the decades-long exile that the Jewish people suffered at the hands of Babylon. In other words, if God would disrupt the daily life that we feel comfortable with, God can also disrupt the broken lives that need to be healed. “Comfort, give comfort to my people; speak tenderly to Jerusalem.” 
Advent is a time when God wants to disrupt our lives, when God invites us to look at the things we have come to accept as our ordinary lives. Because we develop patterns that blur our vision of God, that put God in boxes that we feel we can control. But God’s invites us with purpose: to help us put behind ourselves that things that exile us from the true and deepest values in our lives. God comforts us by giving us a way to find reconciliation with each other as well as with God. 
You might have seen the recent story of the monolith sculpture, a large bar of iron, that people discovered in the desert in Utah. Who put it there and what does it mean? But, suddenly, just as mysteriously it disappeared last week. It’s curious that we would be all 
abuzz about a slab of metal but not abuzz about the voices of the prophets God continues to send our way. 
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