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The Second Sunday of Advent, Year A

Our King and Savior now draws near; come, let us adore him.  Amen.

If it’s the second Sunday of Advent, it must be “John the Baptist” day.  In fact, it is the first of two consecutive weeks where we encounter this familiar, somewhat off-putting and mercurial figure; the one who stands in the tradition of the Hebrew prophets, yet points to the in-breaking of the Kingdom of God in the person of Jesus.  John’s appearance on the banks of the Jordan is as much a part of our December scriptural landscape as is Christmas itself:  his strident call to repentance is reflected in our hymns, and in today’s collect, or opening prayer, where we ask that we might have the grace to “heed the [prophets’] warnings and forsake our sins.”
John’s appearance on the banks of the Jordan gets mixed reviews:  some people hear the message clearly and respond; others see him as a trouble-making iconoclast, willing to go head-to-head with the whole of his own community, from movers and shakers down to the have-nots.  Repent!  Repent!  It’s the Advent battle cry—for John’s contemporaries, and for us today.

Repent!  That’s a highly-charged word, especially when applied to oneself.  The early 20th-century satirist, Ambrose Bierce, in his Devil’s Dictionary”, defined the word “repentance” as “the faithful attendant and follower of Punishment. It is usually manifest in a degree of reformation that is not inconsistent with continuity of sin.”  The call to individual repentance finds its voice in our Ash Wednesday liturgy, as we embark upon our Lenten journey.
But John the Baptizer’s message is not rooted in individual repentance as much as communal repentance:  he calls to the gathered community to take a long, hard, objective look at itself, and then to decide to be transformed—reconfigured, renewed.  Transformation is the goal of repentance; having a glimpse of the vision of the way things can be, and planting within hearts a desire to bring that idealized vision to fruition.
Transformation is both the challenge and the promise of life in the Christian community.  We dare to ask God’s vision for how it is that together we “live, and move, and have our being.”  And it is daring, it is a challenge, to be willing to move beyond ourselves, first as individuals, and then, as the gathered Body of Christ.  Yet with that challenge, there is the promise:  that by choosing deliberately to be The Body of Christ, we transform our Christian family.  We shall see mountains being made low, and valleys being filled in, and the lion lying down with the calf.
The theme of Christian community has been much on my mind the last week or so.  For one thing, in a few moments, we shall be bringing almost-four-month-old Alexandra Hope Galbraith into the Body of Christ.  She will be baptized into Christ’s death and resurrection, and by water and the Spirit, she will be brought into the Christian family here at Saint Mary’s.  Powerful stuff at any time; but perhaps especially today, as John the Baptizer calls a community to account for their actions, their deeds and misdeeds, inviting them to come into the water which will signify a new beginning.

It’s not just Alexandra’s baptism, though; yesterday’s experience at our “Christmas Sparkles” extravaganza gave me food for thought—as well as just, plain food—about what a Christian family is supposed to be; and specifically, what Saint Mary’s family is designed to be.

I am a veteran of church fairs of all scopes, shapes, and sizes.  I have seen it all:  the good, the bad, and the ugly—and by that, I refer not to items for sale, but the interfamilial relationships amongst the worker bees.  I have seen church fairs that were small and modest, and—at my last parish—a fair that spanned two, twelve-hour days, bringing in quite literally thousands of people.

But never have I so powerfully experienced a church fair as a metaphor for the Christian family:  until yesterday.

I won’t even begin to thank individuals, because there are simply too many of you to remember.  I won’t attempt to list or catalog the unparalleled creativity, the artistry, skills, and talents that made Sparkles what it was. I would, however, like to speak about yesterday as a transforming moment for this Christian community.  

It was the joy of working together that spoke to me of what Saint Mary’s is, and of what Saint Mary’s can be and is growing into.  I was overwhelmed by the presence, side-by-side, of the deeply-rooted and newly-arrived; the presence of so many younger children and adolescents making real and vital contributions; that sense that we were all there for the same reason—not simply to raise funds, but to invite visitors into the spirit and life at Saint Mary’s.

Families work together—at least, when they’re moderately functional.  And since any family is composed of distinct individuals—most often with distinct, often distinctive opinions—there will always be debate, voiced or unspoken, on the most effective and efficient way to accomplish a particular task.   Now, as a member of a group that is merely an aggregate of individual wills and preferences, I will experience great frustration when I don’t get my own way; my first impulse is to take my shovel and pail and to leave the sandbox in a huff.  As a member of the Christian family however, I learn to act differently.  I learn that I may not always get my own way, which is all right, because there’s something greater than my own self-interest.  I learn not to sweat the small stuff, rather to weigh actions and reactions in terms of how it furthers—or hinders—God’s kingdom on earth.
As a member of the Christian family, I know that I can, and do, hurt others; seldom by design, often inadvertently, yet still causing pain; and I know that others can do the same to me.  When the world’s wisdom tells me to respond in kind, to nurse a grudge or to write the other person off, being part of the family allows me to ask to be forgiven, or to accept forgiveness, and then to move ahead in that relationship without constantly looking backwards over my shoulder.
That is some of what I experienced yesterday, and in the days leading up to it.  Last-minute decisions being made, modified, or changed; the odd, brief appearance by those impish elves named Chaos and Mayhem; and I would be less than honest were I not to mention the occasional, yet observable, gritting of teeth—albeit only for fleeting moments!  Such is human nature, and proof that God indeed has a sense of humor.  
Once those doors opened, however, I’d never seen a better family at work.  Everyone was there to support everyone else; we worked hard, we smiled and laughed even harder, and I think that each of us was proud to claim a place in the family.  To borrow from an old spiritual, there was truly “Sweet, Sweet Spirit In This Place, and I know that it’s the Spirit Of the Lord!  There are sweet expressions on each face.  And I know they feel the presence of the Lord.”  
A community both transformed, and transforming:  Can’t you feel it?  Didn’t you experience it?  Is there any doubt that Christ is calling to us, working through us, showing us how to be his Body?  Is there any doubt that Alexandra is being baptized into a community that will embrace and welcome her, nourish and sustain her?

Sometimes, the Incarnation—God manifest in human form and actions—seems so very real.  For me, yesterday was one of those times.  
Amen. 
