Back to square one

Mt 3:1-12

So we are once again back to square one. At the beginning of new church year and therefore at the beginning of Advent. Back to square one doesn’t have to be bad. Especially when we can hope for good followings. Then it is joyful to be at the beginning. But sometimes being at the beginning isn’t quite that joy. When we are back to square one for the fifth time. When we see all the unpleasant duty before us. It’s no fun. You want to give up. Everything repeats, that means our problems, pains, falls and failures. Everything seems to be in a circle. 

“All things are wearisome, more than one can say. The eye never has enough of seeing, nor the ear its fill of hearing. What has been will be again, what has been done will be done again; there is nothing new under the sun.” Ecclesiastes 1:8-9 
It might seem so. But that circle, in which everything repeats and happens again, is just an image, even though it is sometimes precise. In reality we do not live in a circle. We might wind up in similar situations, but overtime somewhat differently. Even us aren’t always the same, but at least a year older, more experienced than last time.

Today we are at the beginning of Advent and therefore we believe we can hope for something nice. 

Being “again” at the beginning means that we have already been there. It sounds logical - it is not our first Advent after all. There is a hidden beginning of new things in Advent. Beginning of gospel -the good news. News that there is none above man except God, who created him and want him be here. That’s nice. That’s why we can be happy about it.

But Matthew the Evangelist thinks that the “coming one” would not only baptise with Holy Spirit but with fire as well. So there should not be only looking forward but if not fear then awe at least. It is certain that with Christ comes judgment. So we should get prepared for his arrival. At least we should prepare ourselves as we prepare our homes for Christmas.

But that just isn’t enough. It isn’t enough to just give up old ways and bad habits. Everything comes new in Christ and that means opportunity to start again. Again in church, again in yourself, again amongst people. With the beginning of Advent you can throw behind you things that was and start again. We can start again with ourselves, even though we might have felt done. Or with God, we might have not have enough time for Him lately. Start again, that’s the true start of gospel of Jesus Christ, the Advent that starts in our hearts. 

Advent means arrival. Someone is coming to us. This fact alone can make us happy. Someone is coming, that means we won’t be alone. Actually it means more. Someone knows about us and he is going to visit us. WE might have an idea who this is. We might have never seen him, but we have probably heard of him many times. So we look around if he is already coming.  But instead of him we just see this odd character. John the Baptist. John’s clothes were made of camel’s hair. If he would come like this to our elders, we would probably call the Salvation Army. But even though it was him, john the Baptist whoa God’s permission to preach. Preach about “him who is coming”.

Let’s stop here. John is preaching and preaching (indeed a preacher :) ) but in desert. That’s odd. How many listeners can he have in desert? But plans of God are often different from what we might imagine. So while we have empty churches in our cities and villages, he had many followers in a desert. And he preaches. And it is not some deep and complicated speech about the spirit of the age. He says simply: “Repent, for the kingdom of heaven has come near.” He preaches about repentance and kingdom.

Lets start with the kingdom. John says “kingdom of heaven has come near”. We don’t know how could kingdom come near. Every kingdom we know is far from us. Or did England crossed the La Manche? Or Sweden the Baltic Sea? But John doesn’t mean a country by term “kingdom”, he means a place where is king. And that king is coming. He is coming and he is near. That’s why he says “Repent”.

Repentance - strange word, perhaps we don’t use it that much. We might imagine it means regret. But John means more than that. He means change. Complete change of thinking that is related to king being near. We should change our thinking, our “coat”, while we have time. Not when the change of regime is certain. But sooner, today, for the best. So we might please the king, even though we weren’t so pleasant before. 

How should we do this change? John tells us about two ways. First is to produce good fruit.We might look up what this fruit is in Galatians. But we should know that this fruit should be good, sweet and fresh. We should be like that too. Good, kind and fresh. Not to be a pain, but to please others by our presence. Second way is to straighten the paths. I can think of relationships we need to heal, to get straight. Advent s the right time to do that. To forgive, to forget that slights. So that “the coming one” can get straight to us, and that he don’t have to climb over hills of our hate and grudges. So he could come to us as King of Glory. 

Maybe we know who he is. Maybe we see him in this child from Bethlehem. But John doesn’t preach about a kid. He says that “the coming one” will have a winnowing fork in his hand and that he will clear his threshing floor. This does’t fit into our Bethlehems. A child with a fork in a cradle. Clearing threshing floor and threshing grain that’s more images of judgement we can see. “The Judgement Day” it is called. It might seem as an end. End to all old, this world and even us. But he who comes, comes to judge himself instead of us, for our sins, our mistakes, our death. He comes to us as our guest, we don’t know what to prepare for him, and meanwhile he is becoming our host and invites us to his table. In his house, in his kingdom, in the beginning of new time. Today and here.

Amen
