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“On Jordan's Bank the Baptist's cry announces that the Lord is nigh”. Well,
that's how we look back as Christians, though I think it probably looked
differently then. Ever since it was first constructed, the Temple was the focus
of the Jewish faith. With its regular pattern of worship, it represented the
enduring love that God had for his people. It was dependable, it was
constant, it was there. But of course, there was always the danger of
complacency. It could become an end in itself. So to counteract this, God
inspired people to speak out independently - the prophets. Usually outsiders
(Isaiah seems to have been an exception), disturbers of the peace,
sometimes just misfits. There was seemingly no limit to their eccentricity. In
fact, the Hebrew word for to be a prophet has a compound which means to
rave incoherently.

But after the Jews returned from exile, the prophetic stream gradually dried
up. Either God had stopped using them or the people chose to ignore them.
Either way, John the Baptist was a bit of a throwback, coming out of the blue.
Actually, I think it is misleading when we call John “the Baptist”, as what he
was doing was not the same as what we understand by baptism. Although
not a feature in the Old Testament, after the exile the idea of ritually cleansing
yourself in water became more prevalent. Perhaps this was an adaptation of
a Babylonian ritual. The Jews had codified the practice over the years and
running water was considered best. So it was natural for John to operate in
the Jordan.

But why were people flocking to his ministry? What was driving them on? The
context of the gospels is the Roman occupation. The Jews couldn't
understand why God was allowing the promised land to be under the heel of
aliens. They had reasoned that the nation had offended God by their sins.
(The debate about the most important commandment, as in the parable of the
Good Samaritan, was concerned with identifying the commandment which
above all they should honour to show God they were really trying to please
him).

So what John was saying was in effect give up your bad habits and show
God you mean business by participating in the cleansing ritual. In other words
he was addressing their concerns and and giving them guidance on the way
to go. He was offering them hope. That's why he was popular. The fact he
was an oddball was irrelevant.

Matthew's account is abbreviated. Luke informs us that he was telling people
that the well-off should support the poor and that those in a position of power
should not abuse that power to defraud their fellows. But he also told them
that they would need extra help to see them through, and that he was not the
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one to provide that.

John recognised that he was not God's final word. His relationship with Jesus
had its ups and downs (I am sure we can all identify with that) but he never
saw himself as any sort of Messiah. He recognised that however sincere the
people who had come to him for ritual washing were they were not going to
make it without God's help. And more importantly that help was going to be
available.

Today we started our worship by praying that we might live our lives the way
God wants us to. I sometimes wonder if the words can slip off the tongue too
easily as familiarity with the prayer has lessened its impact. We use the
words from the prophet Micah who said that God was not interested in
ceremonies so much as our behaviour. We should act justly , reflect God's
mercy, and be prepared to take second place. These sentiments are in line
with what John was proclaiming on the banks of the Jordan.

I wonder how many of those who responded to John's message changed
their behaviour and for how long. For centuries of failure have shown that
people's staying power on the path of good living is somewhat limited – the
New Year's resolution syndrome. Unless God's Spirit himself takes over we
don't stand an earthly chance of doing any better.

Today we are participating in a service of Eucharist. Eucharist is a Greek
word which means thank you and we should remember with gratitude that
Jesus has made it possible. But however comforting our pattern of worship is,
remember that the security of the Temple had to be balanced with the
discordant cries of the prophets.

The Jews flocked to John because they thought he would show them the way
to achieve their ambitions for independence. Their concerns were real and
well founded, but their objectives were misplaced. So when we bring our
concerns to God we must be prepared to find we are asking the wrong
question. The voices calling us to change may sometimes be unconventional
– I find it difficult to take it on board but could people who glue themselves to
motorways actually have something to say to us? - but I suggest that the test
for genuineness is whether they are calling us to act justly, reflect God's
mercy, and be prepared to take second place. Voices calling from the
wilderness are not invariably infallible, but they should be listened to and
weighed up.

Of course, any move to change has to start at the personal level. But it will fail
if it stops there. We heard Paul's exhortation to the church at Rome: “May
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God grant you to live in such harmony with one another, that together you
may with one voice glorify the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ” The
church at Rome was divided, and its divisions were impeding its functioning. I
am sure each individual was committed to Jesus, but unless they were open
with each other their individual efforts would be minimised. Our opening
Advent prayer was: Lord, make us one in the love of Christ today and for
ever. I am sure John the Baptist in the middle of a fractured society would
have said Amen to that, for he would have recognised that without the fire of
the Holy Spirit our best efforts would just not get off the ground.
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