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Isaiah 40:1-11, Psalm 85:1-2,8-13, 2 Peter 3:8-15, Mark 1:1-8

God grant us the serenity to accept the things we can not change, the courage to change the things we can and the wisdom to distinguish the one from the other.  Amen.


Rhoda shared with me the following story entitled “Purina Diet” which has been floating around the internet.  Yesterday I was buying a large bag of Purina dog chow for Toot, the wonder dog, at Wal-Mart and was about to check out.  A woman behind me asked if I had a dog.  On impulse at this silly question, I told her that No, I didn’t have a dog, but I was starting the Purina diet again.


Although I probably shouldn’t, because I’d ended up in the hospital last time, but that I’d lost 50 pounds before I awakened in an intensive care ward with tubes coming out of most of my orifices and IVs in both arms.


I told her that it was essentially a perfect diet and that the way it works is to load your pants pockets with Purina nuggets and simply eat one of two every time you feel hungry and that the food is nutritionally complete so I was going to try it again.  I have to mention here that practically everyone in the line was by now enthralled with my story.


Horrified, she asked if I ended up in intensive care because the dog food poisoned me.  I told her No, I stepped off a curb to sniff noses with an Irish Setter and a car hit us both.


I thought the guy behind her was going to have a heart attack, he was laughing so hard!  Wal-Mart won’t let me shop there anymore.


All of which has little or nothing to do with our scriptures today.  But I decided that a little levity to begin might counterbalance the gravity of John the Baptist who is center stage in our gospel today.


  Today is the second Sunday in the season of Advent, it is Pearl Harbor day,  we have eighteen days until Christmas, and we have John the Baptist.  If we came to church looking for the “warm fuzzies” of the stable, the manger, the baby, shepherds and angels, we find instead John the Baptist.


His name was John.  People knew him locally as the Baptist.  Some say of him that he was a religious eccentric.  Others categorized him as 
plain weird.  He definitely did not seem to be the kind of “ 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.   John is an unlikely promotions man to be sure, but God’s person nevertheless.


From the very beginning everything about John was unique.  His mother, Elizabeth was related to Mary, the mother of Jesus.  Elizabeth delivered John six months before Mary.   Mary happened to be a very young girl, almost a child.  Most scholars put her probably age at thirteen.  It wasn’t unusual for a girl in that day and time to be of childbearing age at so tender an age. 


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.  She fits more comfortably  in the category of grandmother than mother.   


And then there was John himself.  Being the same age as Jesus, they grew 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 solitude of Judea, a rugged desert wilderness.  He fed on honey and locusts and dressed in 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 and probably for that reason, according to the gospel of Luke, was rejected by upper class people.  Yet John gathered a respectable following, particularly among the lower class, many of whom received baptism by his hands.  John drew a group of disciples around him.   Some of these disciples later became disciples of Jesus.  And many people began to think of John as the expected Messiah.  Many even thought he was Elijah the prophet who had returned.    


But there was more to John than simply a bizarre lifestyle.  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.  John proclaimed a baptism of repentance for the forgiveness of sins in preparation for the one coming after him who would baptize with the Holy Spirit.


John calls us to repent or turn away from the sins of the past and turn towards a better future.   In repentance we have a chance for a fresh start, to get rid of our past and begin anew.   On the theme of repentance, Dr. Gregory Knox Jones says that he has always wondered whether the story of John the Baptist influenced Charles Dickens and served as an impetus in the creation of “A Christmas Carol.”   Because the story of Scrooge is the story of repentance and hope. Scrooge is given a glimpse of the future and he repents and undergoes a radical transformation which is just what John the Baptist called the people of the time to do.  


 Repentance means giving up those things that we are sorry to have done and promising not to return to old ways.  Repentance  also can mean giving up things so that we can create a positive change that will help bring about the redemption of all of  creation.   The Rev. Douglass Bailey tells the following story.


Several years ago I heard a story that galvanized me.  It’s about some Catholic nuns in Cleveland, Ohio.   I don’t know the name of the order, but they have committed their lives to working in the Catholic schools in Cleveland’s inner city.  Day after day after day, they focus their love and energy on the education of inner-city youngsters, youngsters whose lives are at risk in so many areas.


One day, out of nowhere, a wonderful gift was given to these sisters.  The gift was to pay for the entire Order to go on a vacation.  Vans were supplied, and all the necessary money for their trip was contributed anonymously.  That summer, the nuns closed their Order house and headed to the vacation spot of their choice, the Rocky Mountains.


Most of them had never seen the Rockies, except in their imagination.  They were awed by the glory of the mountains.  They would stop and pray and behold and not be able to take their eyes off the majesty they were experiencing.  They noticed, however, that every time they stopped, Sister Margaret, one of the smallest members of their Order, would move towards the edge of the group, and then disappear for a while.  She’d return some time later.  They didn’t know what she was doing.


So on one particular occasion, when they had stopped to behold another majestic view, they decided they would follow her.  She stole away from the group and made her way down into a gully.  They watched her as she walked down the gully.  She bent down and reached under a sizable rock, and then turned the rock upside down. She brushed her hands and turned around to walk up the trail.  When she looked up, the entire Order of nuns was watching her.


“Margaret, what are you doing?” they asked.


“I’m turning over rocks,” she replied.


“Why?” they asked.  “Do you do that every time?”


“Yes.”  


“Why do you do that?”  


And she replied: “Because I will never pass this way again, and it’s my intent to have made a difference while I was here.  So I turn some rocks over so that this place is different because I passed here.”


Which leads me to ask in the spirit of John the Baptist.   What rocks do we as a community of God at Trinity Church need to turn to make a difference in Norfolk?  And/or what rocks do I turn over inside of me in order for the Kingdom of God to make its way through all of the barriers that I put up?  I believe there needs to be a rock-turning going on inside of all of us  in order that we can, with the help of a truth-teller like John the Baptizer, maybe newly experience  Jesus’ birth–in the interior manger of our lives.

In the name of the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit.  Amen.


