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Today's Gospel describes what is more or less a police interrogation, though nobody reads the suspect his rights. John the Baptist is conducting a revival down the hill from Jerusalem and near the city of Jericho by the Jordan River. The location has tremendous historical power. He is preaching and baptizing on the spot where Joshua led the children of Israel into the Promised Land--not at all unlike holding a political rally in front of the Lincoln Memorial.

What John was doing and the size of the crowds he was attracting frightened the leaders of the Jewish religion. They weren't scared of any false teaching. Their fears were political. The Messiah was the man the Old Testament prophets promised would come to Israel some day to save God's people. John the Baptist was saying, "The Messiah is almost here."

When first-century Jews thought about the Messiah, they thought mostly about fighting. The prophets said the Messiah was going to be like King David, so people expected the kind of warrior David was--a charismatic guerrilla leader who would raise an army and end the Roman Empire's control of Israel and Judaea.

The Jewish leadership had established a cozy arrangement with the occupying Roman forces and the local governor. As long as the high priest and his henchmen could keep the Jewish population from causing any trouble, the Romans would allow them to practice their religion without much interference and keep their jobs.

Somebody who said the Messiah was coming spelled trouble for the Jewish leaders--especially if lots of people started to believe it. So they sent out a team of investigators to find out what was really going on. The first thing they asked John was, "Who are you?" He knew what they were worried about, so he lulled them into a false sense of security. He told them what he knew they wanted to hear most--"l am not the Christ--Don't worry, I am not the Messiah."

The prophet Malachi had said the propeht Elijah would reappear just before the Messiah. But when the investigators asked John if he were Elijah, again he said, "I am not." To their question, "Are you the prophet Moses said would come?" John answered, "No."

His series of answers frustrated this crack investigative team, so they said, "Stop telling us who you are not, and tell us who you are--we have got to have something to tell the people who sent us to question you- -we cannot go back to our bosses without some sort of report."

John tells them, more or less, "You've probably heard of Isaiah--that prophet who wrote that long book about seven hundred and fifty years ago? Remember the part where he talks about the voice that will cry in the wilderness to make the Lord's way straight? When Isaiah wrote that all those years ago, he was talking about me."

That response is so weird and so ominous that John's interrogators change the subject. They ask, "Well, if you're not the Messiah, and you're not Elijah, and you are not the prophet, then why are you baptizing?" John says, "If you think I am a difficult and threatening character, just wait.

The one who is coming after me is so much more than I am, that I can't even tie his shoelaces."

The Gospel spares us the bureaucratic report, which could have been anything from, "Lone nut, no threat," to "Dangerous radical, bears close observation." It doesn't much matter. As soon as John baptizes Jesus, his preaching mission ends and his popularity declines. As John himself says, "He must increase, but I must decrease," and, later on, Jesus says, John "was a burning and shining light: and ye were willing for a season to rejoice in his light."

One of the reasons Advent is such a great season is that it does everything it can to keep us from domesticating Christmas to such a degree that we miss the point. First of all, it attacks our complacency by telling us the clock is ticking. "You are going to die." "The world is going to come to an end." "Whose side are you on?" "The time to make up your mind is not later on when you can get around to it but now."

Second, Advent reminds us of some other threatening facts. God is going to judge you finally after you are dead. He is going to assess your life. You are going to be found wanting. You are going to deserve to go to Hell. The only thing that will save you and get you to heaven is the simple statement, "I'm guilty, I'm sorry, Jesus died for me."

Finally, with its second-half focus on John the Baptist, Advent reminds us that Jesus entered the world of real people where real things go on--things like looking out for your own selfish interests, and not liking people to confront you with the truth about yourself, and doubting, and finally wondering if anything at all is worth it.

Jesus came into that world--the world we recognize as the one we have to live in--not sugar-coated fantasy world but reality world. Jesus came into the world, and he saved the world, and when this world is gone he is going to take us to heaven if we want to go. So, "Rejoice in the Lord alway: and again I say, Rejoice."

