Reflection on Luke 3 v 1-6 the Second Sunday of. Advent.
We have a very visual Gospel reading today, the Second Sunday of Advent. It is full of signs - signs that are important to us; they can tell us how to behave – where to go and where not to go. So John, son of Zechariah and cousin of Jesus, an independent Jewish prophet active somewhere around 28 AD, was sent a sign from God sending him into the wilderness – into the desert - just as he had sent Abraham, Moses, Elijah and Jesus, preparing John for the job he had to do.

John was a challenging figure; in our imagination we can see him with flowing hair and a rough robe striding through the desert. He was a messenger from God proclaiming the good news to all: ‘Prepare the way of the Lord, make his paths straight; every valley shall be filled, and every mountain and hill shall be made low’, and through baptism, bringing repentance to all who asked for it. And so he became known as John the Baptist. 
Passage through the wilderness was an integral part of John’s mission as it was for the prophets of old and for Jesus. John, the messenger of God was the ‘sharpened arrow, whose words pierced the heart’s core’.  Some people listened to his uncompromising message and changed the direction of their lives, but others resisted him, thought he was mad and turned away from him. 
So God, knowing human nature affectionately and realistically, tells us beforehand what he will do and then provides John who himself points to someone else. Hopefully there  will  be those who, having changed the direction of their lives after hearing the message from him, so that when Jesus’s ministry begins, their hearts will already be attuned to receive what he has to say and eventually  to recognize who he is. 

So what can we learn from this reading today? This week’s Gospel and New Testament readings offer us an opening for reflection and discussion on how best to prepare people for an encounter with Jesus. In today’s world, that might be in person although quite likely now on our desktop, laptop or mobile phone. Where, in the hurly burly of modern life, do we find a holy place, a place where we can be apart and encounter God daily? 
Might it be here in our churches where people have worshiped for many years to hear the scriptures and to be in the presence of God who knows us all by name and what is on our hearts. Or, in some quiet place in our own homes or out in the countryside.
Let us hope that we can help someone to take their first step through our church doors with a welcoming smile and a guiding hand to take that brave step as John the Baptist did those hundreds of years ago to encounter the love God in person in our lives.
What else can we do now and in the future? How can we make the path straight, the valleys filled and the mountains made low – so that anyone’s journey to God can be made easier? In church, we have a dilemma; we don’t want to lose the mystery but we do want belief to be accessible. Wouldn’t we like everyone to have a fuller understanding without dumbing down the message? 
In the wider sphere in our town – Being involved in voluntary support to our local charities – St Basils, New Starts, the Basement Project, Street Pastors; supporting young people at school – with the Listening Service.  All in all, taking Jesus out into the places where people meet, work and live.
So, to open ourselves to further conversation, to an even deeper change of heart, to a deeper listening to what Jesus is asking of us, “Lord what do you want me to do; what do you want me to be?”
Our own role is not unlike that of John the Baptist. Like him, each one of us has a mission to communicate the Spirit of Christ and his message of hope, love, freedom and peace to each other.  To help people fill their valleys and make the rough paths smoother. 

At the beginning of October each year in Bromsgrove there is a Day of Kindness promoted by the local press.  Perhaps our starting point is encourage EVERY day in the year to be a Day of Kindness. Having said that, if we follow John’s message, every day will also be a Day of Challenge, a Day of Hope, a Day of Love, a Day of Freedom and a Day of Peace.
Let’s return to our theme of John the Baptist and baptism.

Yesterday, we were privileged to be present at the baptism of Freddie Ray Burrows. During the service, David said a prayer especially for Freddie. Norman and I liked this a lot, and thought that a revised version written by Norman would usefully conclude our thinking about John the Baptist and baptism today.
Let us pray.

Loving God;

Baptism joins us to Christ and to the world wide church, in earth and in heaven. May we do all we can to ensure that this community is a place of welcome, support and guidance for all believers. 

Being part of the faith has its challenges. We learn the story of Christ’s birth, death and resurrection, the pattern of his loving life and the teaching he gave. We pray that we may come closer to God as we strive to keep to our baptismal promises. 
Being a Christian certainly includes coming to church but it means so much more. It means standing up for truth and justice, and showing compassion to those in need. It is about being faithful, and loving to all. The example that we give may profoundly affect those around us; let that example radiate Hope Love Joy and Peace.  

So let us pray for God’s help and grace in guiding us in the way of life and faith, and may we resolve to pray for all people who need your love, care and protection.

Amen.

