13 December 2020; Advent 3

Isaiah 61: 1-4, 8-11; 1 Thessalonians 5: 16-24

John 1; 6-8; 19-28
1.
Who are you?
If you have ever had the task of writing and delivering a eulogy at the funeral of a friend, you will know how hard it is to tread the fine line between a sort of CV listing what the person has done and something that gives less information but perhaps more sense of the person concerned. If you haven’t had to do it yourself, I am sure you will be familiar with this from listening to what others have said.
In the smallest of our Sussex churches there was a memorial on the wall that I really liked. It was to the son of the manor, Charles Sidney Buxton, a privileged young man, who died in the first war when he was only 27 years old. It contains these words 

‘Deeply stirred by the unequal opportunities of this life, impatient of difficulties and delays, he gave himself with passionate energy to the aid of his fellow men.’
I like it because it seems to me to convey in a single sentence the essence of the man – not what he achieved, but what motivated him, and what he longed for.

2.
John the Baptist

This third Sunday of Lent is the day when we light the pink candle. This is known as ‘Gaudate’ Sunday – a name taken from the first word of the Latin Service, which starts with the word ‘rejoice’ (‘gaudate’). The mood of waiting and longing has, for the first two Sundays of Advent, been solemn; our readings have been about the end of the world, and not knowing when this will come. Now we pass the half-way point and begin to look forward to the promise of salvation through Jesus. The mood lightens and the robes of the priest turn from purple to rose colour (if I had a rose coloured stole, I would wear it today! Sadly, I haven’t got one).
All these traditions may seem rather obscure and far from our experience today – needless liturgical fuss, perhaps  – but in days when people were uneducated, and when the church was both their teacher and their entertainment, they were important signals. And even in today’s world they can perhaps remind us of important truths.

This pink candle is lit in honour of John the Baptist – the most immediate of the forerunners of Jesus. Three dramatic incidents characterise the life of John, who died at about the age of thirty. For John, we have a very short CV just three snapshots. We know something of his birth – miraculously foretold by an angel to his father Zechariah. His mother Elizabeth was a cousin of Mary, the mother of Jesus, and we are told the story of their meeting when Mary was pregnant, which greatly encouraged Mary just when she needed it most. And then nothing until we see this wild young man baptising people and calling them to repentance in the wilderness. Mark’s gospel, which we heard last week, tells that he was clothed in camel’s hair and ate locusts and wild honey. We know too of his imprisonment and eventual death at the hands of Herod. This was at the request of Herod’s niece Salome, who had exacted from her uncle a promise to give her whatever she wanted because he was so entranced by her dancing. In its apparent triviality, his death seems such a stark contrast to his life, yet had been brought about by John’s plain speaking that engendered in Salome’s mother a desire for revenge.  
Last week we also heard of John, but from Mark’s gospel – today we hear from the evangelist John. And the story differs in a few of the details. In today’s account, the priests ask John ‘Who are you?’ 
John answers by quoting Isaiah. He answers not by giving a CV or telling who his parents were, or even of his miraculous birth, but by referring to his task; his focus and his relationship to Jesus.
3. 
Who are you?

If we are asked ‘who are you?’ there are many different ways of answering. Depending who wants to know and what for, we might give our name, our date and place of birth, our parents’ names. Many people search for their family history as a way of saying how they fit into the world, where they come from.

Others are sure who they are because they know what they want to do. Billy Elliott is the story of a boy who wanted to dance – and fought to be able to follow that path. Our identity may be bound up with a job ‘I am a doctor, or a teacher’, perhaps with a person ‘I am so and so’s mother, wife, daughter …..’ or with our community and the role we play in it. And when these things change, such as at retirement or when someone dies, it can be hard to be sure just who you are.
Some struggle to say who they are because they think they are not important. Others have a hidden talent or dream that is never fulfilled. Some people have great potential but may die young or be thwarted in achieving it in other ways, perhaps through lack of opportunity. Alan’s mother was a very bright woman but born at a time when women did not go to University and in a family who could not afford a lot. 
Some lived through wars that put an end to their individual achievements.  Charles Sidney Buxton died at the age of 27. We do not know what he might have achieved. But we do know what he longed for, We do know something of his character. And this, it seems to me, should be the focus when we are asked ‘who are you?’ as John the Baptist was. Circumstance may determine our achievements, but we ourselves can determine our hopes and dreams, and our relationship to Jesus, the one promised by God. 

As Christians, our core identity lies in the fact that each one of us is a precious child of God. At our baptism we were given a new and permanent identity that overrides and survives all the changes of role or circumstance that may come in our lives. And with this identity comes the call to grow to be the fullest expression of the unique person whom God created us to be, filled with longings that reflect those of God for ourselves and for the world.
As God’s children, what do we long for – is it just a quiet life, or something more? We are told that our God is a God who loves justice. Do we long for his coming and for justice? Charles Sidney is remembered as having been ‘deeply stirred by the unequal opportunities of this life’, and that he ‘gave himself with passionate energy to the aid of his fellow men’.    
4.
Good news

If our longings and hopes are those of God, for justice and the coming of his Kingdom, then this Sunday, Gaudate Sunday, is indeed a day of rejoicing. Isaiah says ‘I will greatly rejoice in the Lord, my whole being shall exult in my God, who will cover me with a garment of salvation and righteousness.’ And in his letter to the church in Thessalonica, set as our third reading today, Paul tells them to ‘rejoice always.’ John says that his role is to prepare the way, to make it straight so that people can hear this message – and he brings the good news that God is coming soon.
That for which they long is about to happen: they will see it break into the world. Their longing for justice will not go unsatisfied forever – their hopes and dreams are about to be fulfilled. But for that to be good news, they must be hoping for the right thing! And so must we. As we meet together, even on a cold morning, socially distanced and in small numbers, we are reminded of the longings and purposes of God, and strengthened by our fellowship and our shared meal to continue to long for the coming of his Kingdom. We are strengthened to see signs of God’s saving work around us, and as we long for his Kingdom, we look forward to celebrating his birth with joy, because that marks the start of our salvation.
Paul addresses the people of God in Thessalonica using these words, which I will end with now, since they could be our hope for ourselves too as we watch and wait to celebrate his coming this Christmas:

‘May the God of peace himself sanctify you entirely 
(note this is not something we can do without his help): 

and may your spirit and soul and body be kept sound and blameless at the coming of our Lord Jesus Christ. 
The one who calls you is faithful, and he will do this.’






Amen
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