Luke 3:1-6 – Advent 2C – SVLC – December 6, 2009

Grace to you and peace, Jesus comes to us in peace…

First week of Advent (last week): Jesus Christ coming in a cloud, your salvation drawing near – we got the grand, glorious picture.  Now, we hear through the Baptist in the wilderness, turn and get on that smooth narrow road.   

It’s as if last week we were having this wonderful dream, a dream of lasting peace, a dream of safety and joy that is showered down on all flesh.  Everyone is protected, everyone is healthy, everyone is warm, everyone has a feast prepared for them.  Isn’t that dreamy?  

[make wake-up alarm sound “beep, beep, beep”] This week, we have an alarm wake us up.  A shrill voice: John the Baptist!  I hated when I was a teenager and didn’t want to wake up for school, my dad would rip the covers off me and play the famous bugle call…the painful memory still lingers deep.  Ah the trials of youth.

We’re getting a wake-up call today from John the Baptist.  It is a good dream that God has planted in our hearts, but now it’s time to roll over and get up.  This wake-up call isn’t just to go hop in the shower and get ready for school.  This call is to get on the right road.  Now is our time to repent and receive forgiveness!  Now.
Stand up, turn around, shed all that baggage of guilt and remorse, and follow that strange voice from the margins, from the wilderness, for John the Baptist will point us in the right direction.  Sometimes I like to think of him as “John the Pointer.”  That’s all he does…through the waters of baptism…that’s all we do…through the waters of baptism:  Point to the way of Christ.  Like someone giving you directions when you’re lost.  “OK, what you’re going to need to do is turn around over here and head back that way, take a left there and straight on.”  The Baptist is only a messenger, an agent of God’s love, and Christ’s redeeming.  “That’s the way you’re going to want to go,” the Pointer says.  That’s good, because so often our lives and our paths look more like a complicated freeway system.  I always think the L.A. freeway system looks like a spaghetti bowl—no real centers, just jumbled masses.  We’re going here and there, and then there and there and there, especially this time of year.  So much noise everywhere.  So many voices.  And so often the voices are telling us about our inadequacies.  

You’re not fit enough, not beautiful enough, not smart enough, not rich enough, not healthy enough, not successful enough, not spiritually in-touch enough, not focused enough, not technologically advanced enough, not entertained enough, not efficient enough, not rested enough.  And then those voices tell me that they can help.  Buy this home-gym equipment, buy this facial cream and hair product, buy this quick-read, how-to, self-help series, buy this “investment,” buy this cutting-edge treatment, buy this advanced degree, buy this holiday getaway package, buy this new gadget, buy these tickets, buy this drug.  [pause] So many voices, so many voices.  How could we possibly have time for a voice crying in the wilderness?  And even if we heard it, isn’t it just another voice trying to sell us something, making its sales pitch by saying, “Oh this is not just another voice, this one’s special.”              
It’s hard to hear and see and believe John the Baptist today.  It’s like he wants to give us directions but at first he’s blurry, lost, his voice is far off.  

This is why worship matters.   In worship we go turn and go to the desert to listen.  This is why silence and prayer matter (let’s really try to have silence after the sermon—everybody look up the hymn now so you don’t have to flip the pages—let’s really try to have silence).  This is why remembering our baptism matters.  This is why sharing the peace matters.  This is why communion matters.

The edges matter.  Worship, that is the encounter with God’s grace and forgiveness through Word and Meal, while we know it ought to be more central, really has become an edgy experience.  It’s at the edge of our week, or not at all.  Crowded out.  Maybe more like when we feel like it.  That’s certainly true for most in our culture as we’re seeing massive declines in main line denominations.  How many of your children or siblings hardly ever attend church?  
And even those of you who are faithful, weekly worshippers, how hard is it to really centralize the messages you hear, the food you taste here throughout the rest of the week?  So often worship seems like something we just check off our list of things-to-do.
This is not a “go to church” lecture, meant to make you or your children feel guilty.  But this is a “go to church” lecture.  Go to church because there you will find what this world needs.  New life, resurrection, forgiveness, hope and faith in the vision that God has planted in our hearts.  Worship not because you want to, or feel like you should; worship because you have to!  Worship because you can’t live without it.  Worship because its life support.  Worship like it’s a life and death issue, because it is.  The promise of forgiveness and grace—that’s life and death stuff?  We talked in our worship planning team about this:  We’re not picking out music and creating a worship folder that’s convenient just to make people happy and feel good.  We’re picking out music and seeking to create an experience that raises us from death into life, not that any of us can do that.  We can only clear the way, like John the Baptist so that the Words of Life and the Meal of Life can work on us.  In this culture where you’re told you’re not enough?  You can’t live without the stuff of God that is offered here.  “WAKE UP and smell the grace!”  [bugle call]  This is the message of John the Baptist, J the Pointer.  
And it’s coming from the strangest place.  It’s coming from the edge.  It’s coming from the desert, the wild desert!  God is telling us something by citing all the power in the center at the beginning of this Gospel text—did you catch that?—“In the 15th yr of the reign of Tiberius, when Pontius Pilate was governor of Judea, and Herod was ruler of Galilee…”  Then all that is countered by a voice way out there on the edges.  Way out in the desert.  
God is poking us, telling us that the edges are about to matter.  Pay attention to the edges in this year of Luke.  The marginalized, the poor, the hungry, the pregnant teenage girl from the middle of nowhere, the shepherds living paycheck to paycheck, the strangers, the immigrants, the odd, the lost, the hopeless, the powerless, the sick, the confused, the estranged.  The edges are about to matter.   With the coming of the One John announces, new life peeks out.  Springs in the desert, the rocky roads become smooth.  The powerful are brought down, not for the sake of anarchy, but for the sake of equity and justice for all.  Get ready and get on the road.  Repent of your listening and believing all those other voices.  Turn around and listen to this ONE, strange voice that matters.  Your redemption is still drawing near.  Your hope is on its way.  Your slate is being wiped clean so that grace may cover it.  Your cup is being poured out so that love may fill it.  This is your wake-up call.  And praise God for it!  AMEN.            
