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The Way in the Wilderness

John the Baptist appears in the wilderness, as he always does.  That is a challenge to us, is it not?  We meet John year after year, always in the wilderness, and the wonder, the danger, and the excitement of his appearance can seem like old hat to us: Jordan River, camel’s hair, locusts, wild honey, yada, yada, yada.  We can easily take his annual Advent appearance too lightly, unless we work at it.  So let us do just that.

John did not appear from nowhere.  Luke’s gospel tells us a good deal about this prophet, called by some the last of the prophets for his role in proclaiming the immanent coming of the Messiah.  John’s mother is Elizabeth.  In the tradition of Sarah and Hannah from the Hebrew Scriptures, our Old Testament, Elizabeth was blessed with a child in her old age, when the hope of being a mother had grown from slim to none.  Zechariah, Elizabeth’s husband, received the promise of this child of late conception.  Zechariah was a priest in the temple, serving as the one to enter the Holy of Holies and offer incense to God.  There, the angel Gabriel approaches Zechariah and declares the gift he and Elizabeth will receive: a special son, to be named John.  Gabriel tells Zechariah that John, “With the spirit and power of Elijah… will go before [the Lord], to turn the hearts of parents to their children, and the disobedient to the wisdom of the righteous, to make ready a people prepared for the Lord.” (Luke 1:17)

What does Zechariah do in response to this good news?  He questions it!  He doubts!  For his trouble, Gabriel strikes Zechariah dumb!  Yet when the child is finally born, and they ask what to name the boy, Elizabeth surprises everyone by saying “John”, for no one in their family had that name.  The people turn to Zechariah for confirmation of this, for they were ready to name the boy after him.  Zechariah honors the gift of God and the message of Gabriel and writes out on a tablet, “His name is John”.  Immediately, Zechariah receives his speech back.  The man whose last words before being struck dumb were of doubt and disbelief is now filled with the Holy Spirit and declares this in song about his son: 
“And you, child, will be called the prophet of the Most High; for you will go before the Lord to prepare his ways, to give knowledge of salvation to his people by the forgiveness of their sins.  By the tender mercy of our God, the dawn from on high will break upon us, to give light to those who sit in darkness and in the shadow of death, to guide our feet into the way of peace.” (Luke 1:76-79)
This prophet, John the Baptist, has a powerful ministry and message, not just for ancient biblical times but for us, too.  He will turn the hearts of parents towards their children and the disobedient to the wisdom of the righteous.  He will give the knowledge of salvation through forgiveness to his people.  His ministry will be part of the dawn from on high breaking upon us.  Does this not excite you?  It does me.  I want to participate in the renewal of my family, in learning the wisdom of the righteous, in experiencing salvation and forgiveness, in feeling the light of the dawn from on high breaking upon me in my darkness.  You would have to be half-dead to not feel excitement at these things.  So how can we experience them? By attending to the ministry and mission of this prophet who prepares the way for Christ, and then acting on it.
John preaches his message in the wilderness, not only the wilderness of Judea but also the wilderness of our hearts, those untamed places where we rarely travel and yet where God is most present and longs for us to journey to meet him.  The message of John is preparation, preparation in the wilderness.  There, in the wild places, we are to prepare the way of the Lord, to make the path, the highway that can lead us there and back again.  What are your wild places?  What are the parts of your soul where you rarely journey?  Some of you can answer this question because you know yourself; you have been working out your own salvation with fear and trembling, to quote Scripture, and you have a feel for the untamed parts of yourself.  For me, I can tell you it is my feelings where my wilderness lies.  To be aware of my feelings takes effort on my part, like exploring a wild and unfamiliar land.  Nevertheless, when I do, I can find wonderful intimations of God’s presence and call to me.  For you it might be different.  It might be your thoughts that are unfamiliar; your wilderness might be your ability to plan and anticipate.  Or it might be your body and all its needs and wants that is the country you rarely attend to and visit.  On the other hand, perhaps your intuitive side is your undiscovered country, your deep gut feelings and hunches that you leave unexplored and unknown.  Whatever your wilderness might be, God is calling you to it, because God made you, all of you, and God is calling you to be a whole person as part of your preparations for the coming of Christ.
John’s call in the wilderness, while challenging, is not something completely unfamiliar and unknown.  John calls us back to a place with deep meaning and importance for our people: the Jordan River.  Over the Jordan River the people of Israel crossed to come into the Promised Land under the leadership of Joshua.  King David found safety in a time of war by crossing the Jordan River.  Across the Jordan River the prophet Elijah went to be taken up into heaven in the chariot of God.  Back across the Jordan came Elisha, the disciple of Elijah, to carry on his ministry to the people as a prophet of God.  The Jordan is a place full of history and meaning for us, and John is calling us into that history here in the wilderness.  John is calling us out of the habitual, the familiar, the things we have forgotten or even worse taken for granted about God and the life of faith we are blessed with, and John calls to renew our commitment to God with the leaders and prophets of old.  John calls us to the unknown that we might know anew the God who has always been there, and who is coming anew in Christ.

Lastly, John calls us to return to our familiar lives and relationships, but with a new commitment to one another, with a renewed sense of community.  He promises us that we are to receive something amazing with the one who is to follow him: the gift of a baptism with the Holy Spirit and with fire.  John cleanses us with water.  Water washes away dirt and stains.  Water cleans the surface of things.  However, the Spirit penetrates within, and fire, my friends, fire does not merely wash, fire transforms.  John is preparing us for an experience of God like no other; John is preparing us for an experience of our transforming God through the Spirit of Christ.  
We are in Advent, a season of wondrous spiritual expectation.  Let us not be caught up in a season of distraction.  And let us not take for granted the gift this season offer us.  Let us hear the call the Baptist anew, like it is the first time.  Let us walk our wilderness road so that we might encounter the God already there waiting for us.  Let us turn to our families and our relationships seeking the renewal of the bonds of love that bind us in one community of peace.  And most of all, let us prepare for the one to come, the Christ, who brings the Spirit of transformation that will penetrate into our hearts and make us whole.
