PAGE  
2

Preparing for the Messiah

Sermon for Advent III (Dec. 16), 2007
Some of you here today knew my dear friend and mentor Bishop John Cahoon.  Bishop Cahoon became the Bishop Coadjutor of our Diocese back in the late 1980s.  He later became Bishop Ordinary, and finally Archbishop of the Anglican Catholic Church.  He was a truly remarkable man: a graduate of Yale University at the age of 20 who went to the Church Divinity School of the Pacific, and later became one of the leading priests of the Continuing Anglican Church Movement.  Bishop Cahoon was far and away the best Bible teacher many of us have ever seen, and people would literally flock to hear him teach Bible classes.
One of Bishop Cahoon’s favorite Bible characters was John the Baptist.  He often said that John the Baptist is the preeminent Biblical model for ordained ministers.  John the Baptist’s role was to point people to the Messiah, Jesus of Nazareth, and that in a nutshell is what the ordained ministry is supposed to be about as well: pointing people to Christ.

I mention this because our Gospel reading for today (Matthew 11:2-10) is focused on the character of John the Baptist.  John in prison had sent two of his disciples to Jesus to find out if Jesus really was the Messiah.  Earlier in the Gospel accounts, John had proclaimed Jesus to be the Messiah when Jesus came to John to be baptized.  “Behold the lamb of God,” John had said, “behold him who takes away the sin of the world.”
So clearly John must have begun to have some kind of doubt about Jesus’ identity as the Messiah.  Perhaps it was because Jesus was not acting in the way that the Messiah was supposed to act.  At any rate, Jesus’ answer to John’s disciples was not to use fancy words or arguments, but simply to report on what they had heard and seen: “the blind receive their sight, the lame walk, those who have leprosy are cured, the deaf hear, the dead are raised to life, and the good news is preached to the poor.”  
And then, as John’s disciples were leaving, Jesus turned to the crowds and talked to them about John the Baptist.  Folks had flocked to go out and see and hear John the Baptist.  He was not a reed shaken with the wind nor a man clothed in soft clothes.  John was unusual, unshakable, and unmovable.  That’s partly how he wound up in prison.  He was so morally unshakable that he criticized King Herod for marrying his brother’s wife.  And John did not wear comfortable clothes, but something like a burlap sack.  He was a wild man.  And he was both the last and the greatest of the OT prophets.
The whole purpose of John the Baptist was to point to Jesus as the Messiah, the expected one, the one sent by God to usher in God’s kingdom, God’s reign, on earth.  The Bible uses the term “preparation”: John the Baptist came to prepare the way of the Lord.
The entire Old Testament period was a time of preparation, in which God carefully and patiently prepared one particular people, the Jews, starting with Abraham and ending with the nation of Israel.  God prepared them morally and spiritually to be the people through whom God would send His only Son to become the Savior of mankind.  And John the Baptist represented the culmination of the Old Testament prophets, as Jesus himself said.

As Christian believers, we have been given the privilege to see the one thing which John the Baptist never did live to see: the Cross.  Like the other Jews of his day, John expected the Messiah to usher in the great and terrible day of the Lord, which would be a day of divine judgment and vengeance in which the enemies of Israel would be annihilated.  Instead, what Jesus the real Messiah did was to give himself in total love to die on the cross so that the sins of all human beings can be forgiven.

This Gospel passage shows that we too need to prepare ourselves for the coming of the Messiah.  Not only the great Second Coming at the end of time, but His coming into our current and ordinary lives in the here and now.  That’s really what Christmas, the feast of the Incarnation, is all about: the breaking into our own space and time—our own ordinary lives—of the Lord of heaven and earth.  

Advent is a great time to prepare.  John the Baptist's great cry was, “Repent, for the kingdom of heaven is at hand.”  To repent means to be changed, to turn around.  Repentance is not so much a looking backward in sorrow, as it is a looking ahead in hope and expectation.
We really need to continually be repentant.  Repentance is not like a door we pass through once that gets us into the kingdom.  Rather, repentance is the ongoing lifestyle of the people in the kingdom.  That’s why the word “repent” is in the present tense, which denotes over and over again.
It’s been said that each of us, by birth, arrives in a town called Sin. And there is only one way out—a road built by God himself.  But in order to take that road, we must first turn around.  That complete about-face is what the Bible calls repentance, and without it, there’s no way out of town.
May God grant you and me the courage, the strength, and the willingness to make that complete about-face, that turning around today, so that God can lead us out of the town of Sin and into the heavenly city of the new Jerusalem.
