Luke 3.7-18– Advent 3C – SVLC – December 13, 2009

So, how many are in the mood for a good chastising from John the Baptist at this busy time building up to Christmas?  How many are in the mood to be called names, like “brood of vipers,” and have a finger waved in our face?  [me neither]
I mean, this is a season of sitting with cups of hot cocoa or glasses of red wine or eggnog or cider or Irish coffee…anyway…this is the season for warm drinks by the fire, stories and laughter with friends.  Gift exchanges, pleasantries in the shopping centers, acts of charity and goodwill.  We had John the Baptist last week.  That’ll do, won’t it?  We don’t really like him screaming at us right now through the Gospel writer’s pen.  “Thanks but no thanks, John.  It’s the most wonderful time of the year, and there’s no room here for your un-pleasantries.”   

But John’s in our face again, calling not just them long ago but us today, back—calling us back from our delusions.  This Christian journey is about much more than just being nice and relatively friendly with everyone we meet.  The arrival of the Messiah is about to turn everything on its head—not just inject us temporarily with a warm feeling inside, like a happy, toasty evening among friends.  We need those prophets crying in the wilderness, snapping us out and beyond simply our fluffy and cozy notions about this season.  The world is about to turn with the coming of that little baby.  

How are you turning these days?

In case you’re wondering, like the people of John’s day what it means to turn around, John makes it clear.  He’s asked three times in this little reading, “Well, what are we supposed to do?”  We like the idea of repentance; it’s easy to get caught up with the bizarre, sensational, poetic character that is John.  Axes lying at the foot of trees, good fruit, bad fruit, wheat gathered, chaff burned—wow!  Powerful images.  But flesh this out for us John.  What does that repentance mean?  John says, “Bear fruit worthy of repentance.”  “What are we supposed to do?”  So he breaks it down in no unclear terms:

ONE.  Whoever has two coats, share with anyone who has none…and do the same with food.  Oh.  That means repentance?  Well, that’s pretty clear and direct [pause]…and so difficult to do.  I don’t know about you, but I have a lot more than two coats, and I’ll share some them, but only when I don’t want one anymore—when I don’t like the style anymore, or need to make more room in my closet for something better.  Then I’ll “share.”  Is that what you think John the Baptist meant?  [pause] And what about sharing food with anyone…anyone?  He’s not serious is he?  I mean, I like to give my leftovers that I carry out of a restaurant to a homeless guy, who asks for help.  That makes me feel good.  Then I don’t have to give him money, and that food’s never going to be as good as it just was back in the restaurant.  I just took it out because I was trying not to waste food, and I could have had that penne for lunch tomorrow, but I’ll give it to this guy.  Is that the kind of sharing John was talking about?  Sharing your leftovers?  Your old coats and lukewarm food?  That’s good enough right?  

Luke, chapter 3, verse 11: “Whoever has two coats must share with anyone who has none; and whoever has food must do likewise.”  What if our church was arguing and fighting and studying for 8 years, and discussing for over 45 years, and coming to microphones at synod assemblies and studying more this Bible passage instead?  What if churches who are considering cutting their benevolence because things are getting a little tight, had council members council members screaming at meetings and writing angry letters based on this verse? “But it says in the Bible…whoever has two coats…”  Can you imagine everyone, like John said, being warm enough and fed enough?  This is God’s vision.
The next verse is amazing to me, and really changes the tone.  Because it seems like John is chastising people, embarrassing people, shaming people.  I’ve made it sound like John is terribly unpleasant, in-your-face, downright rude and judgmental.  But this next verse is so striking: “Even tax collectors came to be baptized, and they asked him, “Teacher, what should we do.”  In other words, the people are hanging on John’s every word.  He’s actually not making them feel bad.  He’s making them feel better than ever by both provoking them and presenting God’s vision plainly before them.  
So the tone of the tax collectors, of all people, was one of, “YES, YES, YES, and what about us?  What shall we do?  We want to be part of this vision too!”  Baptism does funny things to people.
And John tells the tax collectors:  Don’t collect any more than you need.  Tax collectors were notorious for skimming off the top.  Now I don’t know any tax collectors in this congregation, so at this point it’s a little easy to let our minds and our fingers wander to Sacramento or Washington.  [pointing] “Yeah, don’t take any more than you need, tax collectors.”  But let me call you back:  these are good words for any of us in power, which is to say any of us any money.  Wealth is understood in the Bible as anyone who has more than they need.  So any of us, can be like the tax collector. [pause]  

Have you ever been in a position where you just need someone to tell you what you already know you shouldn’t do, but you’re getting away with it, and you just need the friend to say [smiling], “You should probably quit that, huh?”  “I know, I know.”  That’s more like how John the Baptist works on us.  He’s actually the friend, who hardly even needs to say it, but does.  And we’re longing to hear it.  Can’t get enough.
And what about us, the soldiers asked?  Again, keep the focus on you, not someone else.  Here John again is talking to anyone who has power over other people, anyone who has the power to manipulate and control with their words or their actions.  If you are capable of manipulating and controlling others with your words and actions, then this is a good word for you:  Ready?  [gently] “Don’t do that anymore.”  Don’t make threats and false accusations, and be satisfied with what you have.  It’s soothing actually.  
I’m really convinced of this tone John is creating.  People are on the edge of their seats; they’re longing to hear this; they’re not about to storm out in anger, “How dare he!”  NO, they can’t get enough.  This is the power of the Gospel to transform.  Next verse: they were filled with expectation; they were so excited they thought John might be the Messiah.  At which point he says, “No, no I’m not.”  Remember John the Pointer.  “No, no, I’m not.”
Sure we have to go through the wilderness, to get to the manger, but it’s a good process.  It’s not just painful, it’s cleansing.  We long to be cleansed, don’t we?  Especially our hearts.  We long to have the friend call us on all those things we do that we know we shouldn’t.  We long to have some one simply say, “Share what you have.  Don’t take more than you need.”  

“Ah.  Thank you for saying that.  No one ever says that.”  [pause]

[Slowly] It was put to me best like this: Charity is giving someone a fish…like a styrofoam box of leftover penne.  Development is teaching them how to fish for themselves.  That’s good.  But JUSTICE is moving over and sharing the lake, sharing access to the resource.  God is calling us back, calling us to move over a little to share all that we have been given.  “Ah.  Thank for saying that.  No one ever says that.”  This is what it means to make room for the coming of the Christ child.  AMEN.    
