8th December 2019

Isaiah 11:1–10; Matthew 3.1-12
Father Christmas promises to visit every well-behaved child on 24 December but it turns out that only the children of high-rolling parents are able to visit him in his Swarovski crystal-encrusted grotto in Harrods.[endnoteRef:1] [1:  https://www.theguardian.com/business/2019/nov/08/harrods-restricts-christmas-grotto-to-2000-plus-spenders
] 

The Knightsbridge department store has been accused of “behaving like the Grinch who stole Christmas” by restricting access to its Father Christmas to customers who have spent at least £2,000 in the 170-year-old shop.
[bookmark: _GoBack]Following anger from customers, some of whom have family traditions of visiting the grotto every year stretching back decades, Harrods has agreed to change its policy this year and allow in some children whose parents haven’t spent enough to qualify for a Green tier 2 or above Harrods Reward card.
The store, which is owned by the billionaire Qatari royal family and made a £171m profit last year, has now agreed to allow 160 lower-spending families the chance to visit the grotto by winning tickets through a lottery. 
Well life can be a bit of a lottery. Are you born into wealth or poverty? Are you in the have’s or the have nots? 
A constant theme in the Christmas message is God’s concern for the have not’s. The poor of this world: the lottery of life losers. Mary sings that God lifts up the humble and fills the hungry with good things but sends the rich away empty. It’s an alarming prospect that would send many a newspaper owner phoning their editors to make sure they do a hatchet job on such a manifesto.

Our gospel passage has John the Baptist appearing without  announcement or apology, proclaiming, “Repent…”’ (3.1-2). 
I always think that the Christmas story can dissolve into sentimental mush – baby jesus, oxen lowing, angels and shepherds without the disconcerting presence of john the Baptist in his unkempt appearance and uncompromising message. Ernest Hemingway called sentimentality "an emotion you don't have to pay for."
John’s message is costly. It’s hard not to regard John as a ranter, -A speaker at a workshop for ministers said: if we haven't preached the six sermons which would get us fired, we haven't been doing our jobs! I've a feeling that John was "doing his job"! 
He tells people to repent – to change their ways and direction and thinking. He calls the religious types a brood of vipers. Can you imagine religious leaders speaking to one another that way today, in our society? Politicians have been on their best behaviour after recent criticism that they are using inflammatory language. The hustings debate here on Thursday was conducted with a great deal of respect and civility and I hope everyone had the chance to hear of different views on how to govern our great country. John the Baptist is definitely in the Trump mould. He doesn’t do politeness. 
John warns the Pharisees and the Sadducees not to think they're safe because they're in the right group or because of "who they are"– descendants of Abraham. If God wanted to, God could raise up children of Abraham from these stones, just like that – snap! God is really powerful. But – what you do, matters. There will be accountability. Even now, he says, the axe is lying at the root of the tree; every tree therefore that does not bear good fruit is cut down and thrown into the fire. Even now, he says. Even now, repent. Someone is coming. Get ready.  

As I said, John is a bit of a ranter – but sometimes that is necessary to warn people and make people sit up and listen.
Should the Church rant and protest? We are after all proclaiming Jesus as the Prince of Peace. Should not the church and our message be conciliatory. Are we not called to be peace makers?


Compared to this reading from the Gospel of Matthew, our first reading, from the prophet Isaiah, presents a different vision The lion and the lamb provide one of the most beautiful and comforting images in the Bible. It is a symbol rich in meaning that no one has to explain to us. Deep in our hearts, we already long for such peace and gentleness in the world that surrounds us.

We aren't sure whether the text dates from the time of the threat from the Assyrians (8th c. BCE) or from the Babylonians (6th c. BCE), but in any case, the political situation of the people of Israel is in total disarray. Into this setting, however, just when things appear hopeless and the future looks very bleak, the prophet promises that God will send a leader who will rule with justice toward all, and with mercy toward the most vulnerable in society. The little ones, the defenceless ones, the innocent ones will be protected and cared for. Isaiah urges the people to remember who they are as the people of God, reminding them that their power, their life, comes from goodness, not from greed.

The promises are astounding and perhaps even unbelievable: "the order of nature" that we all learned about in science class, the violence of predators that we came to accept as natural, will be overturned. The rules of life will be changed, bent in the direction of gentleness and peace, not just any peace, but shalom. 

"Shalom," Walter Brueggemann says, "is creation time, when all God's creation eases up on hostility and destruction and finds another way of relating" (Peace). Things are going to go back to the way they were originally created, the way things were meant to be. "This poem is about the impossible possibility of the new creation!" We are told, he says, that "the old practice of the big ones eating the little ones is not the wave of the future….The rightly governed world will indeed be detoxified, no more a threat to the poor, the meek, the children, the lamb, the kid. The new world will indeed be safe for the vulnerable" (Isaiah 1-39, Westminster Bible Companion). 

For Isaiah's people, our ancestors in faith, this hope rested in a ruler who will be a surprise, "a shoot from the stump of Jesse." God has not forgotten you. In this worst of situations, there will be an amazing turn of events: there is one who is to come, a great ruler who will have the Spirit of the Lord upon him, just like David did. He won't rely on hearsay or appearances but he will have such a powerful spirit of wisdom and understanding that he will judge and rule in a way that all of creation will be transformed. That's how we got to that part about the lion and the lamb. Someone is coming, says Isaiah. Justice is coming. Deliverance is coming. Peace is coming. Hold on, he says, hold on to the dream of peace.

Go back to the way Matthew refers to John at the beginning of this He quotes Isaiah, but a different part of Isaiah, from Chapter 40, which begins, "'Comfort, O comfort my people,' says your God. 'Speak tenderly to Jerusalem, and cry to her that she has served her term, that her penalty is paid, that she has received from the Lord's hand double for all her sins,'" and it continues with the line that Matthew quotes: "A voice cries out: 'In the wilderness prepare the way of the Lord, make straight in the desert a highway for our God.'"

John is described as the one who brings good news, who calls us to prepare the way of the Lord. Someone is coming, he says, and what you do matters. Get rid of everything that's blocking the way of the One who is to come. Get rid of greed and selfishness, of hostility and resentment, of doubt and despair. Reshape your lives and the life of your people so that the poor and those pushed to the margins are brought back into the life of the community. Strive for peace by working for justice. There is no peace without justice. What you do, matters. There will be an accounting.   

John is recalling for the people the dream of peace that Isaiah promised, including the promise of One upon whom the Spirit of the Lord rests, Jesus, who will indeed judge in righteousness and wisdom, Jesus, the Prince of Peace. 

[bookmark: _Hlk26525596]What the world needs is peace. Anti-Semitism has been an issue in this election. Ponder these words from a young woman Etty Hillesum who lost her life at Auschwitz Nazi Concentration Camp: "Ultimately, we have just one moral duty: to reclaim large areas of peace in ourselves, more and more peace, and to reflect it towards others. And the more peace there is in us, the more peace there will also be in our troubled world."[endnoteRef:2]  [2:  Etty Hillesum: An Interrupted Life and Letters from Westerbork)
] 

Jesus came to bring peace on earth – that was the song of the angels. He came to bring us peace with God and peace with each other. John says Jesus will baptise us in the Holy Spirit – as we open our lives to the heart of God we receive his Spirit – transformation takes place. But it will need repentance on our part first of all.

Frederick Buechner defines repentance this way. "To repent is to come to your senses. It is not so much something you do as something that happens. True repentance spends less time looking at the past and saying, 'I'm sorry,' than to the future and saying 'Wow!.'" It seems to me that John the Baptist is looking at the future, expecting the "more powerful one, the one who can baptise with the Holy Spirit," and saying "WOW." 

Someone described God's love and mercy and peace like the sun trying to shine through to us to light our way, cheer us and give us life. But we are sinful and Sin is like mud on a window. The mud keeps the sun from shining through the window. The mud stops the rays from reaching us. It doesn't stop God from trying to shine on us but it stops us from being able to receive the light of the world. With the tears of repentance we ask forgiveness and the mud is washed away. So the reason repenting is so important is because without it we have obstacles between us and God's grace.

Can we radically re-orient our lives, clear a path, prepare the way of the Lord? Can we re-shape our lives and the life of this community, and can we reach out to the world beyond these walls, beyond our city, even beyond our nation, and speak, and live, words of peace?
As we are anointed by the Spirit, the Spirit may take us to judge in righteousness, to speak out, to protest. The Spirit may also stir us and make us uncomfortable with our life and our relationships with others. 

Jesus said the Spirit is our comforter, but the Spirit can also make life uncomfortable.  If you have a relationship with Jesus through his Spirit, you are going to get nudges and pokes and pricks of conscience. This relationship is not right. Your attitude needs to change. You need to do something about your anger, your unforgiveness, your bitterness, your resentment – these attitudes are not in line with the way of righteousness, the way of peaceful living. Repent – change direction – prepare the way.

In the playground of life, you know the unwritten rules. The first is that you play with your friends. Church is not meant to be that way. Jesus gave a hint of it when he talked about not just inviting your friends to your parties. The world does that. You can have a room full of like-minded people having fun together in any old club in the world. But life in God’s kingdom should be different.

In the playground we have the wonderful sanction that if things don’t work out as we want, we can always take our ball home. And in church if we are upset then we can stop giving financially or in time or threaten some other sanction. Good job God doesn’t deal with us like that. If God withdrew his favour from us the second we ceased to please him, we would find our very next breath could be our last. 
In the playground there is little forgiveness. You can lose your status as best friend by offering sweets to the ‘wrong person’. But church should be different. 
It is not a surprise to God that Christians have such a hard time getting along with one another because we naturally belong to the playground but we are repenting of those attitudes so we can follow the Prince of Peace and the Comforter, the Holy Spirit is at work to lead us into a peace that the world cannot give – but ironically may cause us not to be at peace until we are at peace.

Rob Parsons[endnoteRef:3] tells the story of an elderly woman who lived alone and every night, as darkness falls, she put a light on in the attic. Her son left home twenty-five years and became estranged form her, but she has never given up the hope that one day he will come home. The attic was his bedroom. The light stays on as a sign of welcome. , She was a Christian and the Spirit had been working in her heart– bringing self-reflection and honesty. She felt convicted that as a mother she had been too critical of him and his lifestyle and not reassuring him that she would always love him whatever he became or got up to. She managed to find his address through a friend and she sent him a Christmas card and she found the courage to express her heart to him. Something that through pride and parental distance she had never done before. She even used the word ‘sorry’ – a word that often acts like the hinge to the door of forgiveness and reconciliation.  [3:  Rob Parsons, Bringing Home the Prodigals, Hodder, 2003] 

He replied and sent a simple card back that didn’t contain any message but just greetings. She thought it was a start. 
Then one day he turned up outside the house and saw the light on. The sign of waiting and of welcome. A sign of hope for a new start. So, he knocked on the door and they sat together for the first time in 25 years. 

Jesus is the Prince of Peace and will be at work in our lives if we repent and are open to the Spirit’s work in ours. 

For we ourselves are messengers, too, prophets, even, in the way we live our lives – in peace, in justice, in caring for the one another and for God's good creation. Are we open to be anointed by the Spirit? To be filled by the Spirit of Christ, carrying on his work. Prepare the way for the One who is to come. 


