Peace Lutheran
December 6-7, 2008

Isaiah 40: 1-11  Mark 8: 1-8

Last weekend we began the season of Advent which is the beginning of our church year.   We  changed our colors to blue and lit one Advent candle.  Today we lit a second.  The scripture lessons for these four weeks before Christmas are intended to help us look forward and to prepare for our future.  

Last week the scriptures reminded us to be awake—to live in expectation—to wait.  Pastor Paul reminded us to use prayer as a way to stay watchful.  Today we have another theme announced by John the Baptist:

 “PREPARE YE THE WAY OF THE LORD, PREPARE YE THE WAY OF THE LORD.” (sung)
Mark begins his gospel by describing the throngs of people who flocked to the wilderness to hear the fiery preacher, John the Baptist.  Dressed in camel’s hair and sustained by eating locusts and wild honey, he was creating quite a stir.  We read:  “John the baptizer appeared in the wilderness, proclaiming a baptism of repentance for the forgiveness of sins.”  The gospel of Luke gives us a more detailed description.  From Luke 3 we read:   
John said to the crowds that came out to be baptized by him, ‘You brood of vipers! Who warned you to flee from the wrath to come?  Bear fruits worthy of repentance. Do not begin to say to yourselves, “We have Abraham as our ancestor”; for I tell you, God is able from these stones to raise up children to Abraham.  Even now the axe is lying at the root of the trees; every tree therefore that does not bear good fruit is cut down and thrown into the fire.’ 

And the crowds asked him, ‘What then should we do?’  In reply he said to them, ‘Whoever has two coats must share with anyone who has none; and whoever has food must do likewise.’   Even tax-collectors came to be baptized, and they asked him, ‘Teacher, what should we do?’  He said to them, ‘Collect no more than the amount prescribed for you.’  Soldiers also asked him, ‘And we, what should we do?’ He said to them, ‘Do not extort money from anyone by threats or false accusation, and be satisfied with your wages.’ 

He certainly wasn’t bashful, was he?  No wonder that many who experienced John’s preaching and his baptism thought he might be the Messiah—the long hoped for and promised deliverer.  But John dealt with this by saying that there is another coming whose sandals he was unworthy to untie.  “I baptize with water, but he will baptize you with the Holy Spirit and with fire.” 
John’s ministry was short-lived.  But his theme of repentance was picked up by Jesus.  Mark writes this a few verses later:  

Now after John was arrested, Jesus came to Galilee, proclaiming the good news of God, and saying, ‘The time is fulfilled, and the kingdom of God has come near; repent, and believe in the good news.’ 

So today’s Advent theme is “REPENT”.  The most common understanding of “repent”  focuses primarily around being sorry for our sins, confessing our sins and perhaps even doing penance.  We Lutherans have historically been good at contrition; confessing; feeling sorry.  But as my friend Joe Holub has written, the biblical meaning of the word “repent”  has less to do with feeling sorry and much more to do with something else - with change or new direction
In the Old Testament the meaning of the word “repent” means to return from exile to the place of God’s presence.  The cry of John the Baptist was the same cry of Isaiah to the exiles in Babylon, “Prepare the way of the Lord, make straight in the desert a highway for our God.”  To “repent” means to turn around and start walking in another direction.  Repent means to travel the road home, to follow the highway that leads out of exile to home; from a place of separation, from a place of alienation; from a place of estrangement to a place of reconnection.
The New Testament meaning of "repent" adds to the meaning.  The Greek word translated as “repent” means “to go beyond the mind that you have;”  i.e.  to adopt a new "mind-set."  

The word “repent” means literally to turn around, walk in a new direction and adopt a new mind set.  
The need to repent is something that we often encounter, either from insight from people or from that still, small voice within, saying:  “Shape up”  OR “You need to clean up your ways.”  Well, John was such an effective preacher that people literally came to him by the thousands.  
Some people have a gift for exposing and laying bare the human heart and it’s propensities for selfishness and greed.  John the Baptist certainly fit into the mold of many Old Testament prophets who boldly spoke of the need for change.  I suppose in my lifetime, the person who came closest to John the Baptist’s ability to boldly advocate for the poor was Rev. Dr. Martin Luther King.   And it is interesting to note that both of these fiery preachers were to die because of their prophetic messages.

Today our lessons are intended to remind us of our need to take a good, hard look in the mirror.  What might be things in our lives that need changing?  If we need a new mind set, what exactly would that look like?  

If John the Baptist would appear in Sioux Falls this week, what would he point out that needs changing—not only personally but as a society?  

My suspicion is that John would have to go no farther than to hold up a copy of the Argus-Leader or watch a newscast with us on CNN or Fox News and he would have his preaching points.  The world cries out for justice.  The gaps between rich and poor are rapidly increasing.  The worship of the dollar is at an all time high.  We have become a society where our common good is largely determined by our spending.  We buy regardless of need.  “Shop til you drop” is extolled as a virtue.  Perhaps the current global crisis may be Isaiah or John the Baptist calling us to adopt a new mind set.
In spite of their differences, all those who sought the office of presidency in the November 4th election agreed on one word:  CHANGE.    I wonder if all this turmoil that the world is facing may not be a spiritual wake-up call?
So as Christian people in this season of Advent it might be well for us to ask for help to have the courage and insight to repent—to change our mind set—to be transformed.   We ask for help from this Jesus whose birth we await and whose Spirit-driven love points to the source of help in making the changes that we know we need.
Day by day 
Day by day 
Oh Dear Lord 
Three things I pray 
To see thee more clearly 
Love thee more dearly 
Follow thee more nearly 
Day by day
Amen

