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I’m uncertain I have ever used the passage on John the Baptist for an Advent sermon before. Maybe I have. It’s likely that I have since, in each year of the three-year lectionary cycle, the second Sunday in Advent always has a Gospel reading about John the Baptist. I usually think of John the Baptist either in January when the Christian calendar celebrates the baptism of Jesus or at the beginning of Lent when we usually read about Jesus being driven out into the wilderness right after his baptism.

So, maybe I have used one of the Gospel’s rendering of John the Baptist. But John the Baptist took the words right out of my mouth earlier in the service here when he was addressing us. He just doesn’t seem very “Christmassy” to me – especially on this second Sunday in Advent when our emphasis for our Christmas preparation is peace. John just doesn’t come across as very peaceful.

After all, he lives in the desert. He eats bugs. He wears camel hair for clothing. It’s not exactly the soft cashmere or supple fur you might be thinking it is. It’s a pretty itchy, smelly hide he decides to drape around himself. And he seems just a bit gruff – yelling at people to repent. I can understand. I think I would be a bit gruff too, if I had to perambulate about in camel’s hair. Is this the face of peace as we prepare for Christmas?
Actually, the face of peace comes with the one for whom we are waiting and for whom John tells us to prepare. The face of peace comes with Jesus Christ, Wonderful Counselor, Mighty God, Everlasting Father, Prince of Peace. But we can’t get there until we first move through John. John is the one who helps us prepare for the peace that is in Christ.
What’s interesting is that we hear about John the Baptist in the last book of the Old Testament. Not by name of course, but the prophet Malachi, speaking for God says, “Behold, I send my messenger to prepare the way before me, and the Lord whom you seek will suddenly come to his temple.” (Malachi 3:1).
It has been 400 years now since Malachi. The prophets have been silent. The children of Israel wander in darkness. Then comes this voice, as Isaiah prophesied (40:3) as one crying in the wilderness, “Prepare the way of the Lord.”
John broke the centuries of prophetic silence that had followed Malachi. His message was remarkably like that of the great Old Testament prophets, with a marked difference. John proclaimed that the good news of the kingdom of God was now at hand and exhorted his hearers to prepare for it by purifying their hearts. 
The Old Testament closes with the promise of one who will prepare the way. The New Testament opens with the one who was promised to prepare the way – the one crying from the wilderness, “Prepare the way of the lord, repent.”
John stands at the crossroads of salvation history, embodying the prophets of the past and pointing ahead to the coming of the Christ. 

So, what does John the Baptist, this man who, if he walked by, would cause us to draw our children closer out of harms way, what does John have to do with the peace we celebrate at Christmas? Well, nothing, directly. It isn’t like he ran around shouting, “Peace! Peace!” and the people swooned with contentment. He ran around shouting, “Repent! Repent! Or be burned with the trash.”
Okay. I understand. When we talk about Christmas we want to talk about a little baby that doesn’t cry and magnificent angels, and silent, star-studded night where the cattle are gently lowing and sheep are quietly bleating, and the world stops long enough to take in this scene that is filled with warmth, love, and this peace that is calm and serene. Isn’t that how we envision peace? Not some man on the fringe of society telling us to change our ways, that is, repent.
We want the world to stop long enough. With the Korean Peninsula again on the brink of war, with the quagmire that is Afghanistan, with all the saber-rattling that goes on in the world, can we just stop long enough to hear the angels sing? That would certainly be on most of our Christmas wish lists.
But, I think we first need to listen to John. As much as I also love the serenity that comes to mind when we think of the manger scene on that first Christmas, I don’t think we can get there until we first hear and respond to John.
Repent, John says. If you want to experience the Prince of Peace, then prepare yourself. Repent!

I don’t know exactly how or when “repentance” got such a negative rap, but it’s not something we walk easily into. Perhaps this is because we’ve had too many run-ins with fellow, sinful sojourners who are too quick to point out someone else’s faults. Or maybe we just never want to admit that we might be wrong, or we are at fault.

I grew up in a family that never appreciated prayers of confession in the liturgy. The comment was usually “Why do they make us confess things that I don’t do?” I always had two responses. The first, which I never used, was “What the heck are you talking about? That prayer was written for you.” The second, which I have used, is that it isn’t so much the exact words as the opportunity to take the moment to acknowledge the spiritual condition of your own heart.
You remember as well as I do that repentance simply means turn around. If you are walking a road that is making you miserable, don’t blame the road. Choose a different road. The Old Testament Prophets were always reminding Israel that the reason you are miserable is because you keep behaving in ways that are contrary to God. Turn around. Repent.
John made it clear that preparation for the coming of the Messiah, the peace that he can bring, requires repentance. Jesus said toward the end of his earthly ministry, “Peace I leave with you, my peace I give to you. Not as the world gives do I give to you.” (John 14:27). And if I may be so bold, I think that is what keeps us from experiencing peace – trusting more in what the world has to give than what Christ has to give.

Often we seek material things to bring us peace. This time of year we become unsettled over things. Our normal routines are usurped by the “have tos” of the season, and we feel our lives are out of control. We feel this pressure to keep up even when the economy is telling us we don’t have the resources to keep up. There is no peace in Christmas when we are jostled around by the world’s expectations. Repent, says John. Let that stuff go. If we are feeling a lack of peace in our lives, it is likely that we are trying to hang on to the things that the world tells us will make us happy

Let go of it, says John. Repent. Prepare the way of the Lord by keeping the main thing the main thing. The birth of Christ is about the love God has for you. Nothing more, nothing less. And it is there that you will find peace.

I pray it will be true in your life and in mine. Amen.
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