
 

The Advent Journey Continues:  In the Wilderness 

 

 All births are miracles aren’t they?  Yet at Christmas we focus on the special miracle of Jesus’ birth 

because we believe that the child born to Mary in Bethlehem was the Son of God!   That is why for us, 

Christmas is more than just another holiday, it is a holy day! 

 Last week we began our Advent Adventure- the journey to Bethlehem “to find our own kneeling 

places” at the manger.    

 Now seven days into our journeys we find ourselves in the wilderness at the Jordan River, riveted by 

the Voice of John the Baptist, crying,   “Repent, for the kingdom of heaven has come near”.   (Matthew 3:2) 

You may ask why?  Because John is the front man for Jesus!  The opening act.   He was chosen to prepare the 

way of our Lord; to warm up God’s people for the Main Event- Jesus Christ!    It’s one thing to prepare for 

Christmas; but how do you prepare for the Holy One?  

Former Dean of Duke Divinity School, William Willimon, paraphrasing John’s words, put it this way: 

“Get washed up and ready, the Messiah is coming”! 

Another way to translate the word, “Repent” is as follows:   “Change your  whole way of thinking!” 

Eugene Peterson, in The Message, takes it one step further:  “Change your life and believe”! 

At this point it’s understandable if we ask:   How is this even possible!   Is change like that possible? 

The good news of Jesus Christ, right at the beginning of Mark’s Gospel, is “Yes!”.   “Yes”. change is possible;  

change in the sense of  a new start; change as transformation; change as turning away from aimlessness and 

sin and towards fullness of life. 

How is this possible?    By grace alone.   By the amazing grace of our Lord Jesus Christ and by the power of the 

Holy Spirit. 

In the same way that the people of Israel passed through the waters of the Jordan to enter the promised land, 

we who have passed through the waters of baptism have access to the promises of God as well.    All these 

promises can be summed up with one word: grace! 

What is grace?    There are two ways of looking at it. One way is to understand it as God’s mercy towards us. 

That is, you are forgiven!   



 

2. 

When the elder John was exiled on the Island of Patmos, he wrote some letters to the church which are still in 

our Bible today.  In one of those letters he witnesses to the light of grace like this:  

  “If we say we have no sin, we deceive ourselves and the truth is not in us.  But if we confess our sins( in other 

words, acknowledge them sincerely) then our God, who is always faithful and just, will not only forgive us our 

sins but cleanse us from all unrighteousness”     In other words, wash our sins away! 

As we read in Psalm 103: 

“God does not deal with us according to our sins, nor repay us according to our iniquities. 

For as the heavens are high above the earth, so great is the Lord’s steadfast love toward those who revere 

God. …As a father has compassion for his children so the Lord has compassion for those who revere God.” 

This compassionate mercy of our heavenly Father is revealed in the opening words of Isaiah’s prophecy. 

“Comfort, comfort, my people, says your God.  Speak tenderly to Jerusalem and cry to her that she has served 

her term…”      In other words, the people of God have suffered enough!   It’s a time for healing and 

restoration! 

In other words, our God is a giving and forgiving God! 

To say “We are forgiven”, does not imply that we are better than anyone else.     It simply means that we know 

that we are loved for who we are, and sometimes in spite of who we are.  We know that we have peace with 

God through our Lord Jesus Christ by grace alone! 

All that is required is for us is to believe in the divine forgiveness and receive it. 

A more contemporary way to express this same truth is to say:  “You are accepted”! 

So grace is forgiveness; but more than that- it is also a power at work within us- a power greater than our 

own- that can help us become the men and women God intends us to be.  

The Apostle Paul tells the Corinthians: “By the grace of God I am who I am”    We are given a whole new name 

and identity when we are baptized.  We are given the name of Christ and meant to reflect the light of Christ in 

our living.   As we learned last Sunday, God is the Potter and we are the clay.   One of the ways grace is at work 

in our lives, one of the ways the Spirit is at work in our lives, is to refashion us and remake us in Christ’s image. 



3. 

William Sloan Coffin, Jr., former Pastor at Riverside Church in New York City expressed one meaning of 

Christmas in this way: 

“Faith is recognizing that if at Christmas Jesus became like us, it was so that we might become more like him.  

We know what that means: watching Jesus heal the sick, empower the poor, and scorn the powerful, we see 

transparently the power of God at work….”  

 Advent is a Season, not only of preparation.  It’s also a Season of new beginnings and new starts.   One point 

that John the Baptist was making in the wilderness is this: God is making a new beginning and a renewed 

relationship with humanity in Jesus Christ.  Through Christ, God is making all things new, including us.    Are 

you feeling the need to make some changes? 

Why wait until January 1!       I’m not talking about making resolutions; I’m talking about making a new start 

now with the agency of the Holy Spirit of God.   

This is really what repentance us all about.  Turning our lives over to God and allowing our lives to come under 

new management-the management of the Spirit.   

 Clarence Jordan, was the founder of a Christian community called Koinonia Farms in Georgia back in the fifties 

when the Jim Crow laws were still in effect.    Koinonia Farms was an intentionally integrated Christian 

community which sought to live together in harmony while working an actual farm.  They still sell pecans!     

Needless to say, there was a lot of opposition to their enterprise.  

In his book, The Substance of Faith, Jordan, a New Testament scholar, as well as a farmer, had this to say 

about ‘repentance’: 

He said the word in John the Baptist’s message, which is translated ‘repent’ is ‘metanoia’ which really has 

more of the meaning of metamorphosis.  It doesn’t mean feeling sorry for yourself or sorry you screwed up 

somehow.  It is a joyful experience.   

 

He tells us to think of a caterpillar: “ Would you say to a him, ‘well little caterpillar, you know I sure do feel 

sorry for you-you’re fixin to become a butterfly, that’s terrible man.”     

Of course not!  His birthday is here!  He’s about to enter into a new order that God Almighty has prepared for 

him.  The happiest thing that can happen to a person is to metamorphose!     



4. 

For those of you like me who still feel that we are ‘works in progress” ,  remember this:   metamorphosis can 

be hard sometimes and messy; there’s a lot going on inside that cocoon and it takes time.  You can’t rush it!    

I feel that since my retirement 3 years ago or so, I’ve experienced new growth!   Yes, I know that’s hard for 

some of you to believe, but it’s true.  Last week I talked about a “Grown-up” Christmas list.  The truth is, we’re 

never fully ‘grown-up”.   We’re always growing,  Faith formation is a life time process! 

  One book I read recently that has really influenced me, besides the Bible, is a book by Parker Palmer entitled, 

“On the Brink of Everything: Grace, Gravity, and Getting Old”.  In one of those chapters he has some wise 

words for “older” men (and women) like me:   In one chapter he advises us to “Stay Engaged with the World”.   

Excellent section. Then he follows up with, “Stay Engaged with Your Soul”.     And he quotes these words of 

Rilke: 

“You are not dead yet, it’s not too late 

To open your depths by plunging into them and drink in the life 

That reveals itself quietly there.”    

You know during the first few months of this pandemic, one of the ways we coped with the “Staying Safely at 

Home”  order was to “Go out:  go outdoors and walk”.    And we did.  Maybe some of you got out and hiked 

Blue Hill!  Or maybe took a walk on the path behind the church. 

Well, because of the rapid rise in the new cases of Covid, and since it’s getting cold and wintry out there, I 

recommend finding time this Advent and Christmas tide, to  “go in”.     Drop, as much as possible, some  

traditions which seem more like chores anyway, and practice pondering, listening, reading, writing, praying, 

contemplating, painting.   Find a spiritual practice that works for you and enjoy it!    Find a way to cooperate 

with the Spirit, with grace, and allow the work of metapmorphosis to continue at its own pace! 

Down the road we can all celebrate when we discover new wings! 

 

I think Clarence Jordan was a kindred spirit to John the Baptist.   Both were very effective at extending ‘wake 

up calls’.  And both were very clear that they were not the Main event, but rather the Main Event is the One 

who came, and still comes, to make all things new: to makes us new: to make our churches New!  The One 

who alone doesn’t change, who is the same yesterday, today, and forever!  Amen. 



 


