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Advent 2     051110
Isaiah 11: 1-10 and Matt 3: 1-12

The readings of this Advent Season prepare us for Christmas - and the coming of the Messiah to the manger at Bethlehem.  Onto the stage today storms John the Baptist - a wild and intemperate figure.  He proclaims the coming of the Kingdom - he points to Jesus - he calls people to a baptism of repentence - a radical turning around of life and a restoring of the lost relationship with God.

What is simultaneously challenging and refreshing about John is that he speaks out prophetic truth and is seemingly indifferent as to how it is received.  He says it because it is truth of a kind which demands nothing less from its possessor.

I saw a bit of it when I watched the interviews with Aung San Su Chi.  They kept asking her, ‘Do you think that there is a risk that the Burmese military government will re-imprison you if you keep talking about freedom and democracy?’  She continued to speak with that fluency and intellectual clarity which is so impressive.  It’s not that she is unconcerned about future imprisonment - but it appears that it simply doesn’t enter into her calculations or affect how she acts or what she says.  The message is all - as it was for John the Baptist.

So what about Wikileaks or - I hardly dare to mention it - the allegations of corrupt practice in FIFA.  I’ll leave the latter for another day.  Wikileaks is difficult.  It poses as a defender of freedom and openness and that has its attraction.  But in reality it is entirely indiscriminate in what it puts in the public domain.  There are no values other than that of revealing what has been hidden - and that is often trivial in the extreme.  And what has been hidden will simply become more hidden - the unattributable phone call replacing the letter or the e mail; the e mail becoming as the e mails which I and most sensible people send - sufficiently bland that we could safely see it published tomorrow morning in the Scottish edition of the  Sun.

John the Baptist is of course entirely unconcerned.  His judgement on Wikileaks - if I can presume to speculate about that - is that it reveals the deceit and the moral ambiguity of a corrupt system and of corrupt people in need of repentence.  It reveals people who are tactical rather than strategic - who act out of the political manoeuvering of the moment rather than expressing a passion for justice, truth, freedom and the needs of the poor.

Do I believe in the need for repentence?  Yes I do.  Because my life experience has taught me that the great danger is not just evil itself but the moral ambiguity and lack of moral centredness which is what allows evil to flourish and to spread its tentacles everywhere through the body politic and through our society.  That danger is present also in a society which demands greater transparency and accountability in almost everything but in which people will do almost anything rather than take responsibility.  The question is ‘What allows the dark stuff in and makes it so difficult to get rid of?’  My answer is:  Moral ambiguity - equivocation about right and wrong - blurring of values - failure to take responsibility - and the weak leadership which allows that to happen.

Let me just mention one other thing which I think is important about John the Baptist - and it is very much of our times.  The Bible often gives religion a hard time.  Judgement does begin at the house of God.  The Parable of the Good Samaritan does make you aware that the religious professionals failed to act with selfless compassion when the moment came.

Here it is again - John attacks the Pharisees and the Sadducees as they come for baptism.  It is clear that he doubts their sincerity.  They are going through the motions and so they weaken the power of what this baptism of repentence really means - the radical turning around of life and the restoration of relationship with God.  Yes indeed.  There is a message for our times - a secular age and sometimes called a post-modern age.  The more religion loses its energy in the decline of institutional churches - the more it seems to be simply ‘going through the motions’ - acting out a sort of pastiche of what the gospel is and calls us to be.  It is as if its mind was really elsewhere - working out how to survive and how to pay the bills for another generation.

John the Baptist represents a radical challenge to all of that.  He points to the coming Messiah - loud and forthright, he embodies the humility of one who points to the one who is greater.  He points not to churches but to the coming of the Kingdom.

We would do well to hear those challenges in our age of secularism, of relativism, of moral equivocation.  We should hear the sharpness of delivery of one who is simply unconcerned about wikileaks, the Scottish Edition of the Sun or anything else.  But simply offers us the urgency of a person consumed by the message and unconcerned with anything else.

