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Every year, at the end of December, we stop everything that we’re doing, we gather together, and we celebrate the great gift that God gives us in Christ:  the great gift of his love, come among us in human form.  The older we are, the more familiar the story becomes:  the journey to Bethlehem, the manger, the angels and the shepherds, the friendly beasts who aren’t found in the Bible but certainly live in our minds.  We’ve been here before, and we know our way around this stable, this story.  We know that at the center of it lies a Child, pure and weak and innocent as any baby, but in fact not like any other baby.  This Child is God himself, come to us as one of us.  God’s greatest gift, given out of the abundance of his love:  the gift of his Son; the gift of himself.  Year after year we put down the occupations of everyday life, we slip in to where Mary and Joseph and the baby are, and we are awed all over again by the magnitude of the gift we receive.

That’s Christmas, the day of God’s gift, the day we are heading toward.

But first comes Advent, and through the Sundays of Advent, we listen to the prophets and their age-old call to repent.  This time of preparation has none of the soft-focus of Christmas.  It is challenging, and tempting to side-step.  It’s spiritual strong medicine, and like any strong medicine, it can be dangerous if misused.
How could this season of repentance do harm?

There are a couple of ways.

The first is if we take it too lightly.  Sin is serious, dark and sticky.  It’s real, it’s the destroyer of peace and joy and love.  Have you ever seen a situation that’s truly, deeply happy—a happy family, a congregation that’s in harmony, a pure and profound friendship—and felt the poignant realization that such perfection can’t be permanent, that the golden moments never last forever?  Someone always gets restless, or angry, or jealous, or whatever; sin creeps in, or floods in.  That’s not to say that sin always triumphs; far from it.  The light shines in the darkness and the darkness does not overcome it.  But it’s always trying.

Sin is like an infection; and repentance is the antibiotic.  Probably every one of us has been to the doctor at some point, been diagnosed with an infection, and given a course of antibiotics to take.  The instructions are familiar:  when you feel better after a few days, don’t stop taking the medicine.  If you stop before you finish the full course, the infection can come rushing back, worse than before, only this time, it will be harder to cure.  A smidgen of antibiotic here and a smidgen there leads to germs that are no longer impressed by those drugs, and are much more dangerous than they started out to be.

When we hear the prophets calling us to repent, we are hearing doctors who know the human soul.  They are telling us what medicine we need, and that we need it urgently.  Yet it’s easy, for me at least, to hear those urgent calls with half an ear, and to enter into this penitential season with half a heart.  It can seem routine, like an accoutrement to the season; the prophets usually make their first appearance the same weekend as the guy with the trees near the supermarket.  You get used to it all.
That’s the first danger:  that we’ll take a dose or two, say a prayer or two, think a good thought or two, and then move on to the rest of our Christmas list.  Repentance is more important than that.  We shouldn’t start unless we’re willing to do it seriously.

The second danger is almost the flip side of the first.  If the first danger is that we’ll take the call to repentance lightly, the second danger is that we’ll try to be champion repenters, that we’ll repent really really well in order to keep our part of a Christmas bargain.  This is the Christmas deal:  God’s part is to send the Baby Jesus; and our part is to purify ourselves so that we can receive him and get him started out in the world.  It sounds a little silly put like that, but there are lots of silly things that we believe without thinking too hard about them.  Maybe they’re artifacts of our childhood faith—the first simple things we learned, lingering in our hearts even though our understanding of God has grown deeper and more nuanced since those early days.


We are indeed called to ready ourselves for the coming of the Lord.  But God is not making a bargain with us. 


Every few days the mail brings me an offer too good to refuse:  if I’ll only sign up for this Visa card or that Mastercard, I’ll qualify for a Free Gift!


The credit card folks are misusing their words.  What they are offering is not a free gift.  It’s not free; and it’s not a gift.  It’s a payment, or maybe a kickback.


As we prepare ourselves to receive the Lord, it’s worth taking care not to fall into this second danger:  the danger of forgetting that Christ really and truly is a free gift, the danger of thinking that we are supposed to earn our salvation by the excellence of our repentance.  God does not come to us because we have done such a good job preparing.  God does not come because of anything we have done or could do.  God comes to us because of who God is, and who we are, and the unbreakable love that God chooses to have for us.  

Both of these spiritual dangers—the danger of trivializing the call to repentance, and the danger of thinking that we can earn our own salvation—are avoidable, if we will just listen to what God is asking of us through that prophetic call.


The Gospel of Luke describes it simply:  John appeared in the wilderness, proclaiming a baptism of repentance for the forgiveness of sins, to the end that all flesh shall see the salvation of God.


Let’s take it piece by piece.


Repentance, in Greek, is metanoia.  It means, literally, to change course, to change direction.  Metanoia is not about breast-beating or feeling guilty—though both of those things may sometimes be appropriate—but about doing the hard work of changing, of setting out in a new way.


Metanoia, repentance, is about putting oneself on the path to holiness.  That’s what God hopes for us; but it’s not something we can do for ourselves.  God’s love is a gift, not a payback….  So this metanoia, this repentance, is not something we can manage on our own.  We need God before us and after us, to help us on the way.

That’s why John didn’t come preaching repentance by itself; he came preaching a baptism of repentance.  Baptism is all tied up with the Spirit; the moment of baptism is when the Holy Spirit descended on Jesus, and Jesus called for his followers to share that baptism.  It’s through baptism, and through the power of God’s spirit, that repentance is possible, that the new way is open to us.


So John called for a baptism of repentance for the forgiveness of sins.  Once again, the whole journey lies in God’s grace.  A “baptism of repentance” points us to a new way, made open to us through God’s spirit.  And that new way, we learn, is the way of “forgiveness of sins.”

Have you ever forgiven someone?  If you have, you know that forgiveness can’t be earned.  The person who wronged you may have apologized, but that didn’t compel you to forgive.  Or the person may not have apologized, or even recognized the wrong; yet that didn’t prevent you from forgiving.  Forgiveness is a gift, freely given.  In that way it’s like the gift of Christ....  With God’s help we turn into this new way, this new way of love and compassion, of justice and peace.  We know we are on it because we find ourselves caring for strangers by the side of the road, and eating with people we never thought we would associate with.  As we walk this new way, we find waiting for us the further gift of God’s forgiveness, the gift of freedom from all the sticky darkness that has plagued us and our world from the beginning.


That is the purpose.  That is the end of the story.  The prophets came to preach God’s baptism of repentance for the forgiveness of sins, and the end of all of it is the salvation of God.


It sounded so heavy, so dreary, all this talk about repentance; but it turns out that God is carrying the whole burden, and the point of it all is the glory of salvation.


This has been God’s purpose from the beginning.  This is what we were made for.  This is what Christ came to accomplish.  This is the message of Advent, and more than that:  this is the message of all of our lives, every day, in Christ.


God has chosen us, and calls us to turn, to go a new way, to choose God.  Merciful God, give us grace to choose you, that we may greet with joy the coming of Jesus Christ our redeemer. 

Amen.

