Sermon 2nd Advent Year C December 8, 2024
Every three years we read this gospel according to Luke.  The part we like is the part about the call of John the Baptist.  Yet, it begins with this list of people’s names and places that makes most readers stumble over time after time.  And, the rest of us simply endure the list of names as they are read.  My mind tends to wander during this opening part while waiting for the important part of the passage.  So, why does Luke tell us so much detail with these people he takes the time to name?
Luke wants to make clear early on that this story is about can and the flesh and blood Jesus of Nazareth, about the Son of the Most High God.  It is not some abstract fairy tale or timeless myth. It is a story that unfolds in a particular place and time: “In the fifteenth year of the reign of Emperor Tiberius, when Pontius Pilate was governor of Judea, and Herod was ruler of Galilee, and his brother Philip ruler of the region of Ituraea and Trachonitis, and Lysanias was ruler of Abilene, during the high priesthood of Annas and Caiaphas, the word of God came.” You see, in the middle of real people and places and events, in the middle of governmental structures and power struggles, God shows up. Luke makes clear that God is not working in abstract, other-worldly time, but in the context of human, historical time—in the middle of real life.
Even more fascinating, perhaps, is that among all the powerful governmental and religious leaders—emperors, governors, rulers, and even high priests—the Word of God came to a relative nobody. Amid all the “big names” that make up this list, God chooses to make the divine presence known to some guy named John. 
And John was a nobody (or, perhaps, an anybody) by the world’s standards—a man without wealth, power, or status. He did not have a fancy title, college degrees, or a seat in the boardroom. God chose to send God’s word to John—the humble son of Zechariah and Elizabeth, a man who made his career in the wilderness. 
This is the case throughout the bible with the leaders God chooses.  God chooses Samuel, a young boy and Samuel responds “Here I am come to do your will.”  He chooses Moses who is a terrible communicator to lead God’s people out of Egypt.  God chooses David a shepherd boy to become the great king of Israel.  Not only does he choose John the Baptist, but God chooses a young maiden to become the Theotokos. Mary… the Mother of God.  And Mary responds when asked to be the Mother of the Christ “Be it done unto me according to thy will.”
And so, amid all these names, positions, and places of power and prestige, God chooses to show up to regular people like John, and to regular people just like you and me.
It is stunning, really, if you pause to think about it. The God of all creation, who can generate life with a mere word, the Eternal God chooses to enter our time, our place, our “real life,” and make God’s presence known to everyday people like you and me. And, friends, that’s why these names matter; that is why we read them regularly during Advent, to ground the story of Jesus in the real historical reality of our world.


And so, John’s invitation, ripped from the pages of the book of Isaiah, "The voice of one crying out in the wilderness:  'Prepare the way of the Lord, make his paths straight,” is a message for all people.  It is not just for the high and mighty or the powerful and prosperous like the list we read, but it is for us—the everyday people just going about our business. 
Did you ever feel God calling you to do something and you felt completely inadequate to the task?  I feel this way all the time.  I feel it keenly through the work of the affordable housing project, its level of complexity and the slowness at which it moves… makes be doubt all the time if I was the right person to get this ball rolling.  Inside my mind I keep asking God, why me… this is too hard… I get tired and I’m feeling old.  
So, where might God be prompting you to show up and do something that seems completely outside of your skill set or ability to accomplish?  
I will tell you I’ve seen it with many of you at St. Peter’s.  I see it each and every time a parishioner… is called to walk with a loved one in their family or friends group who is moving toward death.  I see people who feel totally inadequate to this task… helping their loved one on this final journey.  I saw it with Len Babin earlier this year with his wife Judi. Or, Liz Cyr with her husband Tom who she cared for many years. Or Carolyn Bouchard with her husband Robert or Judy Banks with her husband John.  I saw it most recently with our beloved long-time parishioner Marriane Moore and her daughter Christine as they lovingly guided Nelson on the final leg of his journey back to God.  


Christine talked about being with him at the time of his passing.  
When we spoke, I asked “didn’t it feel like being present at a birth, or acting as a midwife for your father as he entered into eternal life?”  She agreed it did.
None of this work is easy and does not come without pain and sorrow, yet it is also filled with great beauty and meaning as you watch someone you loved take that last breath knowing they are moving into eternal life with their Lord.  It does not get any holier in my opinion than answering that call.  And, I have seen many of you take on this burden of love and over time discover the richness and joy that accompanies this God work
John’s invitation to “prepare the way of the Lord” is for you and me, for those of us in this time and this place where God might just dare to show up. John invites each of us to live in expectation of God’s presence and movement. And when we are expecting to see and hear God’s word—expecting God’s presence to be with and among us—it changes us; it changes the way we live our lives. And, it transforms the world.
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