“A Pause in the Desert” 

Luke 3:1-6, Advent 1, 6 December 09 

Because it’s coming to the end of the first decade of the 21st century, lots of lists are coming out. For example, I recently read one called “Popular words of the decade” which includes terms that are new, or words that took on a new meaning. This year’s winner is “H1N1.” Last year it was “Twitter.” In earlier years, winners included “9-11”, “Google”, and “global warming.” Remember when “bailout” meant getting the water out of a boat? Recall that President Bush used to utter some real malapropisms, such as “misunderestimate,” the winner from 2002. Then there was the attempt to get away from the “hunger report” with the more euphemistic “food insecurity.” An early contender for next year is already in, “Sexting,” as in the kind of text messages that got Tiger Woods into trouble this last week! 

Notice, however, that the words “repentance” and “taxes” didn’t make the list. It’s not hard to understand why. After all, many of us who have an association with the word repentance picture it as a pointy finger wagging at us with a guilt-inducing tone of voice; and, taxes represent one of the immutable, unchangeable factors in life. I wonder how we might change if instead we could see repentance as a gift extended with inviting arms? I think that the gift of repentance, especially during trying times, can prepare our hearts to receive Christmas blessings. 

In these verses Luke reflects on why taxes were an ongoing certainty. Jesus’ homeland was under the heels of the Roman Emperor named Tiberius Caesar. The Empire was divided into different provinces ruled by either the Senate or under the direct rule of the Emperor. Judea was the latter, which made it little more than a tax farm for Rome, which it was the job of the governor Pontius Pilate to collect. Sometimes rule was shared with regional kings who served at the pleasure of the emperor, such as the other figures mentioned. Then there was the complicit high priest in Jerusalem, who put a religious patina on the rapacious taxes of Rome. It wasn’t an ideal time for a Messiah to be born and minister. 
It’s certainly not an ideal time for many of us to celebrate Christmas, is it? Many of us have suffered losses, and there will be an empty spot at the table. Others are part of the millions of Americans unemployed or underemployed, looking at the prospect of empty stockings. I read recently in the paper that the average person complains 20-40 times a day; but this Christmas it almost seems justified, doesn’t it? 

The little “joy robbers” that come on us unexpectedly remind me of a story I read from the annals of British history. Once the Brits had established businesses in India, they began to yearn for the recreation they enjoyed back home such as golf. Now golf was invented in the windswept fields of Scotland. In Calcutta, a unique obstacle developed as monkeys would drop out of the trees, and play with the balls, tossing them here and there. The enterprising Brits tried building high fences around the fairways and greens, but the monkeys would just scamper over them. Next, the golfers tried luring them away from the course, but the monkeys found nothing as entertaining as watching humans go ballistic whenever their golf balls were pitched around. They tried trapping them, but new ones would appear. They would shoot them, but imagine hearing gunshot behind you when you’re downrange trying to golf. It seemed to be an insoluble conundrum. 

In much the same way, very often our best-laid plans gone awry. Like taxes, it’s inevitable that there will be some cruel little monkeys wreaking havoc with your holidays. 
But thanks be to God that’s not the end of the story. Luke also reports on the preaching of John the Baptist in the wilderness. There he invited the people to remember God and take control of their “spiritual highways.” Where pride had built them up, he invited them to humble themselves; and where they had been beaten down, he invited them to lift themselves up before God. To go back to words used in new ways, repentance can be considered a stimulus fund that smoothes out our hearts, preparing us for a Christmas blessings. 

Similarly, we can’t control the conditions under which we celebrate this Christmas. Because of that fact, perhaps we could learn from our British friends back on the golf course in Calcutta. Unable to control the monkeys, they gave in to reality and developed a unique ground rule that they would play the ball where the monkey drops it. In the words of my father-in-law, "It is what it is." Sometimes events over which we have no control will break in our favor, or sometimes they will go against us, leaving us in the rough. The ball is over there, and we wish it were over here, and it’s something over which we have no control. But if we turn our eyes within, we can prepare our hearts for Christmas through God’s wonderful gift of repentance. We can smooth the path, humbling the high points of pride, and raising the low places that need building up. We can be like the average American, and complain 20-40 times a day over that which we don’t control, or we can take charge of that over we do exercise control, our own hearts, making ready a path for our Lord’s advent. 

During this season of the year, we’re on a journey to Bethlehem, where Jesus will soon be born. On the way, it’s a good idea, a blessed idea, to pause in the desert where John is preaching, and smooth out our hearts for a Christmas blessing. 

Amen. 
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