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The lessons for the Third Sunday in Advent turn our attention to St. John the Baptist. John the Baptist connects to the themes of Advent, because he brings Jesus onto the stage of human history. First John says, "The saviour is coming," and then he says, "The saviour is here."

The Old Testament prophets promised that God would send Israel a saviour, and also that someone would appear first to say he was coming. Jesus tells us quite specifically in today's Gospel that John is that man. He quotes from the book of the prophet Malachi to say John the Baptist "is he of whom it is written, 'Behold, I send my messenger before thy face, which shall prepare thy way before thee."

Whether you have ever noticed it or not, John the Baptist makes two specific appearances in every celebration of Holy Communion. We meet him first at the Invitation to Confession, "Ye who do truly and earnestly repent..." In the Invitation I tell you that the saviour is coming--coming to us on the altar just as he came to Israel in the first century--and that the way to prepare yourself to meet him and receive him is to repent-- acknowledge your sins and be sorry for them so God can forgive you. It worked for the crowds who heard John preach just as it works for us.

His second appearance comes just before you come up to receive Communion. I raise the host and the chalice and say, "Behold the Lamb of God." I am quoting John the Baptist, who, in the presence of his own followers, pointed to Jesus and said, "He is the one I told you was going to come." So John the Baptist continues to be with us in a very direct way-- telling us Jesus is coming, and then telling us Jesus is here, until he comes again.

John's predicament in this morning's Gospel is that he thinks he is about to die, but he is not certain he has done the right thing. The king has put him in prison, because John told him that he was an adulterer. The king had taken his brother's wife away from him and married her. Calling the king to repentance was a specific application of John's more general message--"Shape up, the Messiah is coming."

Sitting in his prison cell and not knowing what is going to happen to him, John has some doubts--has it all been worth it? was it really God I was listening to? is Jesus really the one, or have I been a fool and there is really some other saviour coming?

I want to suggest to you that we are all in the same predicament as John the Baptist. We know we are going to die, we just don't know when. Part of the process of repentance is making some kind of ongoing overall assessment of your life--having some sort of handle on the flow of your life--where it has been, where it is going, and what it would look like if the final chapter were written suddenly this afternoon.

I read something in the paper this week about a man who faked his death so he could find out what people would say about him afterwards-- he might have got the idea from Mark Twain. What do you think people would say about you? How is your obituary going to read? What would you say about yourself?

Thomas Jefferson, not necessarily the most humble of men, is famous for specifying the three greatest achievements of his life for enumeration on his tombstone. Jesus tells us a parable about a man who gave each of three other men a sum of money so he could find out what they would do with it. What have you done with what God has given you?

Ultimately, of course, the point of the Christian life is not storing up achievements--spiritual or otherwise. We know the far better course in dealing with God is to ask him not to weigh our merits but to pardon our offenses. But it is an enormously helpful discipline to try to look at yourself as God looks at you. That will not only help you prepare to die, it will help prepare you to live.

This kind of self-analysis will help you clarify what you need to work on with God's help--maybe there is a specific sin or pattern of sin you need to correct, maybe you need some sort of new direction, maybe there is a relationship in your life you need to straighten out, maybe you just need to remind yourself that in this world what lasts are church and family and friends, and that in the world to come what lasts is God.

In the world's terms, John the Baptist did not get a happy ending. The adulteress who could not stand the truth he proclaimed about her saw to it that he got his head chopped off. John died not really knowing what purpose his life had served. But we know that in God's overall plan to save the world, John played an essential role.

If he hasn't had the chance to realize that yet, St. Paul promises us that he--and we--will see what everything in our lives has meant from God's perspective at the end. Even our best assessments now can only be provisional, because only God knows the whole truth.

"Therefore judge nothing before the time, until the Lord come, who both will bring to light the hidden things of darkness, and will make manifest the counsels of the hearts: and then shall every man have praise of God"--whatever praise he may deserve.
