5th December 2010

Preparation, simplicity and consistency
Isaiah 11
The Branch From Jesse
 1 A shoot will come up from the stump of Jesse; 
   from his roots a Branch will bear fruit. 
2 The Spirit of the LORD will rest on him— 
   the Spirit of wisdom and of understanding, 
   the Spirit of counsel and of might, 
   the Spirit of the knowledge and fear of the LORD— 
3 and he will delight in the fear of the LORD. 
   He will not judge by what he sees with his eyes, 
   or decide by what he hears with his ears; 
4 but with righteousness he will judge the needy, 
   with justice he will give decisions for the poor of the earth. 
He will strike the earth with the rod of his mouth; 
   with the breath of his lips he will slay the wicked. 
5 Righteousness will be his belt 
   and faithfulness the sash around his waist. 
 6 The wolf will live with the lamb, 
   the leopard will lie down with the goat, 
the calf and the lion and the yearling together; 
   and a little child will lead them. 
7 The cow will feed with the bear, 
   their young will lie down together, 
   and the lion will eat straw like the ox. 
8 The infant will play near the cobra’s den, 
   the young child will put its hand into the viper’s nest. 
9 They will neither harm nor destroy 
   on all my holy mountain, 
for the earth will be filled with the knowledge of the LORD 
   as the waters cover the sea. 
 10 In that day the Root of Jesse will stand as a banner for the peoples; the nations will rally to him, and his resting place will be glorious. 
 Matthew 3
John the Baptist Prepares the Way
 1 In those days John the Baptist came, preaching in the wilderness of Judea 2 and saying, “Repent, for the kingdom of heaven has come near.” 3 This is he who was spoken of through the prophet Isaiah: 
   “A voice of one calling in the wilderness, 
‘Prepare the way for the Lord, 
   make straight paths for him.’”
 4 John’s clothes were made of camel’s hair, and he had a leather belt around his waist. His food was locusts and wild honey. 5 People went out to him from Jerusalem and all Judea and the whole region of the Jordan. 6 Confessing their sins, they were baptized by him in the Jordan River. 
 7 But when he saw many of the Pharisees and Sadducees coming to where he was baptizing, he said to them: “You brood of vipers! Who warned you to flee from the coming wrath? 8 Produce fruit in keeping with repentance. 9 And do not think you can say to yourselves, ‘We have Abraham as our father.’ I tell you that out of these stones God can raise up children for Abraham. 10 The axe is already at the root of the trees, and every tree that does not produce good fruit will be cut down and thrown into the fire. 
 11 “I baptize you with water for repentance. But after me comes one who is more powerful than I, whose sandals I am not worthy to carry. He will baptize you with  the Holy Spirit and fire. 12 His winnowing fork is in his hand, and he will clear his threshing floor, gathering his wheat into the barn and burning up the chaff with unquenchable fire.” 
Sermon 
When someone once told George Bush that he had no vision, apparently he replied, 'I don't see that at all.'
 
It is incredibly hard to see what you can't see.  With regard to anyone being a visionary, some people struggle because they can't focus on things that are far away, but you can get into just as much trouble if you struggle with stuff that's right under your nose - keeping everything in perspective (the near and the far, the detail and the wider picture) is a real gift.
 
When Leonardo Da Vinci had almost completed his painting of the Last Supper, a friend came to see it and commented on how incredibly moving the painting was - especially the silver cup on the table.  He told the artist, 'My eyes were immediately drawn to it.'  Da Vinci was really worried by the comment and immediately painted over the cup.  The focus of the painting was meant to be Jesus, not the cup - he wanted the viewer's eyes drawn to Christ, and anything in the foreground that detracted from him had to be removed.
 
When John the Baptist came along, the people had grown accustomed to a particular way of looking at the world and God.  Nothing had happened for so long (the gap between the Old and New Testaments is about four hundred years) and so everyone was either straining to see if there were any signs of hope on the horizon, or they had given up looking for anything new, and so everyone was missing what God was beginning to do right under their noses.  In this case, it wasn't something in the foreground that distracted, it was the background (the wider picture of the past four hundred years) that was causing the problem.  John the Baptist was passionate that people should see what was happening right then, in the foreground, "Repent, for the kingdom of heaven is near."  It was all about vision and perspective.
 
And so one of the challenges of Advent is to see what might be pulling our focus away from what's really important - which might be something that's are far off or something close by (the little bit of silver paint, if you like).
 
John the Baptist told everyone, 'to prepare the way for the Lord.'  He was telling everyone to give their eyes a good rub and getting their sense of perspective sorted out - and there are some helpful suggestions for us today from this morning's gospel passage...
 
Firstly, "Repent, for the kingdom of heaven is near."
 
At a Suffolk bell-ringers service here last weekend, one of the ringers came up to me at the end on the service and said how sorry she was that the ringers' AGM was always just as Advent was starting - because it meant the readings and prayers were always about judgement, the end of the world and lots of bad bits.  Of course, it may just have be the way I tell them - but she wanted a bit of joy and gladness.
 
It's a real shame that anyone feels the church burdens people with guilt without offering some hope too, that our faith is all about spoiling fun - and so much of this is a misunderstanding of what repentance really means.  Because we so often 'repent' of all our sins in church, we think that repentance is all about sin.  Of course it is about saying sorry, but it's wider meaning is about turning around and doing things differently - even just thinking differently.  God never does anything wrong, but does more repenting in the Bible than anyone else - repenting isn't just for miserable sinners like you.  Dwindling church congregations are not a sign that people aren't interested in repenting any more, they're a sign that people can't see properly.
 
Over the past centuries, our 'preparing the way' has been such that people have misunderstood what the coming kingdom is all about.  We need to be become better at preparing people for repentance - yes, being sorry for their sins, but also being able to see things in perspective, seeing that God isn't distant and detached, he isn't anti-fun, but kind, loving and full of joy, and that the kingdom of heaven is near.
 
And then after helping people to turn around and see, we need to give folk a vision for how they might do things differently, how they might travel that new way...
 
Matthew records, "John's clothes were made of camel's hair, and he had a leather belt round his waist. His food was locusts and wild honey."  By highlighting John's very distinctive lifestyle, Matthew was challenging those who had been sucked into a much too comfortable way of life, those who had complicated things for themselves by being too cluttered and confused.  The dazzling silver cup was a distraction for Leonardo Da Vinci's friend - and it can be for us too.
 
It's probably fair to say that all of us could live more simply than we do.  Perhaps Christmas would bring more comfort and joy if we all asked people, not what we could get them for Christmas, but what they already had that we could get rid of for them.
 
Over the next few weeks, we will spend £27 million pounds on Christmas presents for our pets.  Christmas is stressful enough without us having to be conned into a stocking for our pets - though if you have already organised one for your hamster, do keep it.  I know pets can relieve stress, but you know what I mean.
 
And it's not just about our material lives.  We have a cluttered rule book now in every church, school and hospital - too many rules, too many exams, too many forms to fill in, too many targets, too much stuff that needs guarding, using, storing and maintaining.  Try and think of one thing you can do this week to simplify your life.
 
So preparation, simplicity, and thirdly, consistency...

John the Baptist scolded the Pharisees and Sadducees, "Produce fruit in keeping with repentance."  In other words, 'Be consistent with the story, make your lives match your words.'  And this is where the 'straight paths' really get twisted up and we prevent people from having a proper view of Jesus.
 
Matthew (not the saint who wrote this gospel, but the other saint who lives at the Vicarage) sometimes phones from school wanting to get out of doing something extra on a Friday night, and he asks Katharine (because I would never get involved in such deceit) to 'confirm' with the staff that we have other plans for Friday and that he would therefore be unavailable.  He knows full well that in order for any story to have credibility, it needs to be lived out by everyone who's telling it - and so he drags his very holy parents into it.
 
People know it's a lie if the 'fruit' isn't right, if the actions don't match the words, if the pupil says one thing and the parent something completely different - it's like watching a dubbed film, you can see there's something wrong, the lips are moving, but you can tell that they're not making the sound you're hearing.
 
It's not difficult looking and behaving like good Christian disciples when we're here in church, but we need to keep that look when we leave, at work, at home, in school, with our friends - and we keep that look, not by decieving or putting on a mask, but by showing real love, real joy, real peace, real gratitude and real hope.  We need visibly to be the people God has called us to be even when we think no-one's looking - because, in reality, they are.  We might think we can get away with joining the crowd, but they do notice the inconsistency when we join in too readily and inappropriately.
 
The Diocese here is in the process of organising four days next year for the church to discuss the issue of women bishops.  What's really encouraging is that the Bishop is not putting words like 'women' and 'bishops' into the title of the days, instead he's calling them, 'Living with Difference'.  He wants us to start with the question of how we can continue the hugely valuable Anglican tradition of living together with people we don't completely agree with.  If we start with the issue itself, he knows it might well end in a very unchristian theological brawl that would look pretty ugly from outside the church (it always does).  The Bishop wants to encourage Christian living because he knows that it's no good coming to the right decision on whether or not to create women bishops if we've so argued on the way that we have shown more hatred than love.
 
It's no good if the sermons here are riveting, if the choir sing angelically, if the fellowship is loving, the coffee great, and the biscuits chocolate, if we gossip, criticise, take umbrage over innocent mistakes, bully people, and so on.
 
"Prepare the way for the Lord, make straight paths for him."
 
The calling we have received is not easy, but it is straightforward, and it is within us (by God's Spirit) to do it - through preparation, simplicity and consistency.  If we can respond to John's preaching, if we can show those three simple qualities in our lives, then the path for others will be much straighter, Jesus will come into focus - and wouldn't that make for a truly wonderful Christmas?
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