The Second Sunday in Advent – 2007
I. Introduction

Here’s a question that will separate those with farming in their blood from those who don’t:  What is a winnowing fork?  How many think they know?  (Show of hands, please.)  A winnowing fork <slide 1> was used for centuries before the time of threshing machines to help separate the grain from the rest of the head.  Farmers would use the fork to toss the beaten stems and heads into the air, and the wind would blow away whatever wasn’t grain, which was called chaff, while the grain would fall back down.
That much I knew, but what I didn’t know (but know now thanks to Ross Majors) was that modern-day combines <slide 2> use the same principle to separate chaff from grain by blowing air into the chamber to help with the separation.
<slide 3:blank> I thought it was important that we understand about winnowing forks and the process of separating chaff from grain since John the Baptizer said the Messiah would be in the business of winnowing.  But is that good news or bad news for us?

II. Chaff and grain
Opening
When some people hear John’s words, especially those who lives are filled with oppression, they hear that the Messiah is going to get rid of the chaff-like people who are oppressing them.  But I don’t think we are supposed to understand John’s words by saying some people are grain and other people are chaff.  I think John wanted us each to see ourselves as a single stalk of grain—stem, head, and seed.  And he was trying to tell us to pay attention to the seed.
Empty heads
The seed <slide 4> is the whole point of planting wheat and other grain, but I also learned this week that it is possible for wheat to grow a head, but if the rain doesn’t come at the right time, no seeds develop inside the head—it’s an empty head.  At threshing time there is nothing to keep—it is all chaff.  On the other hand, wheat that gets the rain at the right time grows grain that swells the heads and makes for an abundant yield at harvest time.
So if John was comparing us to a stalk of wheat, the question to be asked is what is the grain in our lives and what it the chaff?
It’s all about faith
The answer may surprise you.  Obviously the grain is the best part of who we are, but it isn’t defined by what we get accomplish​ed in this world—the good or bad that we do to others.  Simply put, the grain is <slide 5> that part of us in relationship with Christ, whether we know him by name or not.  Or to say it another way, the grain is that part of us we call faith that turns to God and trusts in God’s love and holds on to God’s promises.

And if that is the grain, then the chaff is <slide 6> everything else—every part of our lives that has nothing to do with God or our relationship with God.  Or to say it another way, the chaff is everything that gets in the way of our knowing God and God’s passionate love for us.

The good news about the chaff
I admit that when I first heard this Gospel passage, I couldn’t help but think that an unquenchable fire that will burn the chaff sounded like bad news.  But now when I think of the chaff as what keeps me from seeing God, keeps me from trusting in God’s love, keeps me from experiencing God’s life in me, then I am glad that there will come a day when I don’t have to put up with the chaff.  I won’t have to put up the distractions and emptiness of materialism, the oppres​sions of addictions, or the fears and despairs of all the “what ifs”.  
John announced that there is One <slide 7> who has the power to get rid of all that, and finally let us be who we were made to be.  He baptizes with fire, yes, but also with the Holy Spirit, his heavenly breath that blows into our hearts, separating the grain from the chaff.
III. Conclusion
As we journey again through this wonderful season of the year filled with all its sights and sounds, its joys and sometimes sadness, John’s words remind us to remember what is most important.  Christmastime is not about the trimmings and trappings, the traditions and treats.  The good news of this season is that our Savior has come to us; the One who has the power to free us from the suffocat​ing chaff in our hearts has been born; the One who died for us is here, and his love is transforming us.
May we listen to John and focus on what is the grain in our lives; may we invite the Word-become-flesh to come to us and fill our hearts with His abundance each and every day.  Amen.
