13 December 2009
 - Advent III

 

Preacher: Leslie Griffiths
Hymns: 
79
“Of the Father’s love begotten”


84
“On Jordan’s bank, the Baptist’s cry”


405
“Lift up your hearts”


244
“Sing we the King who is coming to reign”

________________________________________________________________
Readings:
Zephaniah 3: 14-20

Luke 3: 7-18
“BEAR FRUITS WORTHY OF REPENTANCE”
Before becoming the minster of Wesley’s Chapel, Margaret and I lived in Golders Green.  The manse we lived in had been bought from a Jewish family and little had been done to modify it for our arrival.  So we inherited two kitchens – one where dairy products could be prepared and the other (totally separate) where meat dishes could be dealt with.  So we had a panoply  of cupboards for each kitchen – twice the number any “normal” kitchen enjoys.  In addition to all that, there was another set of cupboards for the Passover dishes, a piece of furniture that ran from floor to ceiling and was only opened once a year.  Ahead of the Festival, every single dish in every one of those cupboards and every nook and corner and cranny was scoured for signs of dirt or crumbs of food.  They had to be rendered spotlessly clean in order that the Festival could be enjoyed properly.
The season of Advent gives Christian worshippers the opportunity to clean out their own cupboards.  Next week the children will play their drums and enact the Christmas story and the whole place will be full of jubilation and merriment.  So this is our last Sunday for dealing with the mess and untidiness in our lives and the Church before we give ourselves heart and soul to the festivities.

And who better to accompany us into this moment of self-inspection than John the Baptist?  I’ve never ceased to admire the son of Zacchaeus and Elizabeth.  He must have been possessed of real charismatic talent to draw such crowds out into the wilderness to listen to him.  The wilderness was hot and uncomfortable.  John was not preaching in an all-seater stadium.  He preached fearlessly and took no hostages.  Yet they came.  In droves.  And he never seems to have let them down.
William Wordsworth wrote a sonnet in praise of poet predecessor John Milton.  It begins in this way:



Milton!  Thou should’st be living at this hour,



England hath need of thee; she is a fen



Of stagnant waters…….

I’d substitute John the Baptist for Milton and then I’d be ready to go.  England and, indeed, our world seems at this moment to be a fen of stagnant and malodorous waters.  Just consider:

· Last night in Cambridge, I had to drive my car carefully through a gang of girls.  They could hardly have been more than teenagers and, on a freezing night, they were wearing next to nothing.  What’s more, they were drunk out of their minds as they whooped down the street.  What’s that all about?
· I shall spend several hours during this week in the arena of politics where its practitioners have squeezed the rules for all the cash they’ll yield before affecting innocence.  “It wasn’t me gov”; or “I abided by the rules”.  This has become to our political system what MRSA is to our hospitals.  What’s it all about?
· Bankers remain adamant about taking large bonuses for their hard work.  They claim that they want stability and predictability in the financial sector and that the government is denying them this.  Who created the instability and the unpredictability?  The very people who are demanding their bonus!  What’s that all about?

· A report commissioned by the Irish government has shown the downright wickedness of a priestly caste that has preyed on children and abused them over several decades.  Their Bishops have been more interested in protecting the institution they run than the interests of the children who’ve been damaged.  What’s that all about?
· Thousands of people are gathered n Copenhagen for a much heralded international conference on climate change.  But it seems to be running into the sand.  There doesn’t seem to be a sense of just how urgent things are.  And yet the planet we live on could be damaged beyond repair.  What’s that all about?
John the Baptist, thou should’st be living at this hour.  England (and the world) hath need of thee.  So much seems awry.  As I try to apply the thinking of John the Baptist to our contemporary world, I’m going to take the significant points of this morning’s gospel reading in reverse order.  That may sound a little perverse of me but perhaps you’ll see the point as I go along.
The first thing to point out is the consistency with which John points towards Jesus.  He refuses to make himself the centre of people’s attention.  He’s always talking about his master.  He points away from himself towards God’s chosen one.  That was the driving force of John’s sermon and it ought to be the driving force of any modern preacher too.  Our only task is to commend Jesus to our listeners.  Let there be no misunderstanding about that.

John goes on to give straightforward advice to four groups of people.  Let’s look at them one at a time.

1. He has a word for soldiers and people in authority.  They have an important role to play in the maintenance of order and the rule of law.  But they should never abuse their powers.  They shouldn’t lord it over people.
This is a timeless word.  We can all cite examples of people from bank clerks to police chiefs who’ve gloried in the power they have over other people and use that power to belittle or marginalise them.  Power is to be used in the service of people and for the common good.

2. Then he has a word for tax collectors.  Poor tax collectors – they’ve had a bad press over the years.  Yet they play an important role in our society.  It’s their work that ensures that they burden of running our community and national affairs is spread evenly.  For all that, they shouldn’t screw people down nor abuse their position.  They should see their role in terms of public service rather than as the executors of punishment.

From immigration lawyers who charge hundreds of pounds to do the work of exploited and vulnerable people to loan sharks who fasten like leeches to people in financial need, this message needs to be heeded.

3. He addressed a word to people in general.  He urged them to be generous.  He indicated to them just what pleasure they’d get from sharing some of their wealth with others and the joy to be received from bringing a smile to the face of someone less well off.  Here are, indeed, fruits worth of repentance.  Generosity of spirit is brilliant evidence of cupboards cleaned out and mess properly dealt with.
Over Christmas in particular, when there’s so much food and drink and good things on hand, we could spread a lot of pleasure around and recapture the true spirit of this season.  God was generous in giving us Christ.  We could be generous in sharing our blessings with others.
4. And lastly, John has a word to religious people.  No-one has cupboards in greater need of being cleaned out than “religious” people with “attitude”.  It was to them that John addressed his famous word: “You brood of vipers!”  There is undoubtedly a fault-line in the character of religious people.  They think that by claiming to be orthodox (“children of Abraham”), they can look down on other people who have erred from the “true” path.  They feel that the word about needing to repent applies to others rather than themselves.  When religion atrophies in this way it is one of the most unpleasant sights of all.
And this could so easily be a feature of our life here at Wesley’s Chapel.  We must be on our guard.  I met a young woman, a child of this Church, who was pregnant.  Her child is expected before too long.  Her state has been a shock to her friends and to a number of people in this congregation.  Their tongue-wagging and gossiping have become unbearable.  And this is distinctly unpleasant.  Here is one of our own children who, for whatever reasons and in whatever circumstances, now finds herself in her present position, stands in need of solidarity, and encouragement.  Not backstabbing or inuendo
And so John the Baptist speaks his word for all seasons.  The word of sensible advice which he addresses to all the various categories I’ve mentioned earlier is counsel we can still benefit from.  But in all this, it is his constant reference to the teaching and the example and the person of Christ that holds John’s preaching together.  I find exactly this spirit in the little prayer of the Revd Eli Jenkins in Under Milk Wood by Dylan Thomas.  Here is a gentle priest who understands that life is full of ups and downs.  And, in his famous blessing on the town in which he lives, he seems to me to exude the spirit of Christ.  Let me end by quoting this little poem:

Every morning, when I wake,
Dear Lord, a little prayer I make,
O please to keep Thy loving eye
On all poor creatures born to die.

And every evening at sun-down
I ask a blessing on the town,
For whether we last the night or no
I’m sure is always touch-and-go.

We are not wholly bad or good
Who live our lives under Milk Wood,
And Thou, I know, wilt be the first
To see our best side, not our worst.

O let us see another day!
Bless us this holy night, I pray,
And to the sun we all will bow

And say, good-bye – but just for now!
The fruits worthy of repentance are those which make us more like Jesus.  And the closer we get to him, the cleaner our lives will be.  Let’s go for it.  Amen 
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