Sermon at Norham Church and on Zoom 
The Second Sunday of Advent, 8th December 2024


Malachi 3.1-4; Luke 3.1-6


A line from our first Bible reading:

See, I am sending my messenger to prepare the way before me, and the Lord whom you seek will suddenly come to his temple. 

That word ‘suddenly’ reminds me of what has been described as the ‘lightning’[footnoteRef:1] advance of Syrian rebels over the past few days, who are now reported to have captured the city of Damascus, with the long-time ruler, Bashar Al-Assad, having fled to an unknown destination. [1:  https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/videos/c5ydd82n15ro ] 


Some people are understandably jubilant, while others are understandably fearful of what the future might hold.

In Advent, we await the coming of our Lord and Saviour, but this, too, is very much an unknown quantity, and something of a two-edged sword.

The messenger … in whom you delight—indeed, he is coming, says the LORD.  …   2But who can endure the day of his coming, and who can stand when he appears?

For he is like a refiner’s fire.

The salvation provided by the coming Christ is a kind of rescue that is both releasing and demanding at the same time.  As the writer of the Letter to the Hebrews says, 

It is a fearful thing to fall into the hands of the living God.  (Heb 10.31)

It is, perhaps, natural both to welcome and to fear the salvation offered by God.  It puts me in mind of someone with toothache, who is reluctant to go to the dentist.  They know that the dentist will make things better, but they shy away from the short-term, more painful experience.

I am reminded of a sheep that I came across once, on one of my Walking Retreats.  It had put its head through a fence, and was caught by its curly horn, which was looped over one of the rails.  In order to free the sheep, I had to pull its head further through the fence, so as to disentangle its horn from the rail.  The poor old sheep didn’t know what was happening, and was naturally resistant to what I was doing, but things had to get worse before they could get better.

In today’s Gospel, we heard that ‘the word of God came to John’ the Baptist,

In the fifteenth year of the reign of Emperor Tiberius, when Pontius Pilate was governor of Judea, and Herod was ruler of Galilee, and his brother Philip ruler of the region of Ituraea and Trachonitis, and Lysanias ruler of Abilene, 2during the high-priesthood of Annas and Caiaphas.

That’s a lot of historical detail, and it seems to me that Luke is keen to pin down the actuality of the place and time in which the Christ event occurred, over two thousand years ago.  This has been called ‘the scandal of particularity’.  Why should God come down to earth in that particular place and time, rather than any other place and time?  One answer to that question is, Why not?  In order for God in Christ to become incarnate, he had to become like one of us, whose lives are both mortal (subject to death) and temporal (trapped in time).  

But the Good News of the incarnation is that, if God can enter the world in that particular place and time, then he can enter the world in our particular place and time.  We don’t have to make ourselves ready for God to make his presence felt.  As St Paul said to the Corinthians,

Now is the acceptable time; … now is the day of salvation.  (2 Cor 6.2)

[bookmark: _GoBack]Why was John the Baptist ‘crying out in the wilderness’?  Cally Hammond has asked the rhetorical question, 

What could be more futile, a greater striving after wind, than to cry aloud God’s message, as a prophet, to the vast emptiness of that wilderness?  No one can hear.  No one will respond.[footnoteRef:2] [2:  https://www.churchtimes.co.uk/articles/2024/6-december/faith/sunday-s-readings/2nd-sunday-of-advent ] 


Two things spring to mind.  First, throughout the Bible, the wilderness is a place both of liberation, and of testing.  Think of the people of Israel, freed from slavery, who had to pass through the wilderness to reach the Promised Land.  They were continually complaining, and wanting to go back to the security of slavery.  Rather like my sheep, things had to get worse for them, before they could get better. 

And second, I am reminded of a story I heard years ago, about a prophet-like character who wandered the streets, shouting about the danger of the times in which he lived.  When people said to him, ‘Why do you continue shouting?  No one is listening.  You’re not changing anything’, he replied, ‘I continue to shout out about the truth, not to change them, but so that they can’t change me.’

The proclamation of John the Baptist was ‘not so much to inform [other people] as to embody’ the truth of Christ.  It is a truism to obverse that we live in uncertain and dangerous times.  Part of our calling, as followers of Christ, is to keep heading in the right direction, even when the world appears to be going in the opposite direction.
