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Did your school have a motto?  Mine did.  The motto of Bell Baxter High School in Cupar is "Ad vitam paror".
We used to joke that it meant add vitamins to your parrots, but of course it didn't.  It meant "I am being
prepared for life."  Which is a high and mighty thought to wear over your chest every day.

The theme of this week in our advent thoughts is the need to prepare.  John the Baptist came telling people to
prepare, to get ready, because God's chosen person was close at hand.  And the message still comes to us:
prepare, get ready, "Bear fruit worthy of repentance."

On Monday when I was in Newtonmore school we talked about getting ready and the children helped me
make a list of all the things they thought I should do to get ready for Christmas.  (I may say that none of them
involved preparing extra services!)  They thought a lot about getting and wrapping presents, about writing
cards, and food was a recurrent theme: mince pies, turkey, food for Santa and his reindeer!  And of course I
talked about how we were getting ready to welcome Jesus and celebrate God sending his Son to us.

At Christmas we think about God coming as a baby.  We prepare to welcome God as the shoot from the stump
of Jesse, as Isaiah put it.  The faint, frail, easily overlooked sign of new growth where things looked to be dead.
That is the meaning of Isaiah's prophecy: that it will look as though all the strength has gone out of the royal
line, out of the people.  It will look as though Israel is doomed to disappear as a sovereign nation, but just when
all hope is gone, when it is like a stump of what used to be a flourishing tree, then a shoot of new life will come.
And it will be new life, life of a different sort.  The shoot of new life will herald justice for the poor and
destruction for the wicked.  It will mean a new world of peace and co-existence, not the old world of struggle
and suffering.

And that is indeed what Jesus' coming means.  His coming as a baby, frail and unnoticed as a new shoot of life
on an old stump tells us that God chooses to bring his new life in a new way, with vulnerability, not aggression.
That is the wonder of the baby in the manger.

But John isn't telling people to get ready for a baby.  By the time he comes on the scene he is talking to adults
about the coming of the adult Jesus.  He is talking about Jesus coming into the adult world of presupposition,
privilege and prestige.

They came in their droves to hear John, because he conformed to the prophetic ideal.  He looked the part and
he talked the part.  He spoke as other prophets before him had, he even quoted them, as he told people to repent,
to get ready.

They came in droves to hear him, especially the devout, because they knew that they weren't ready.  They had
fallen into a routine of worship, a routine of law-keeping, of righteousness, and that had seemed fine when the
long-promised Messiah seemed comfortably far off.  But now he was proclaimed as imminent, they saw their
routines for what they were: lifeless habits, not active service.  Maybe they realised that they hadn't really
wanted him to come, that the promise as something to look forward to, had been enough for them.  Maybe
they realised that they hadn't really believed that he would come, in the flesh, at a definite time in history: their
time.

The getting ready that we do at Advent is far more important than physical preparations for a feast to mark the
coming of God as a baby.  God did come.  It happened, and the baby grew up and challenged and changed the



adult world and whether we have festivities to mark it or not, that is a fact and cannot be changed.  Our more
important preparation is to do with following the Christ, who the baby became. We are being prepared, getting
ready, for life.  Our more important preparation is to really realise that he is coming again.

I wonder how seriously we take the fact that Jesus is coming again?  Do we long for it?   The first century
Christians certainly did.  They prayed for it often.  Or do we think that it's more a theoretical than an actual
truth?  I think that many of the first century Jews probably had got to thinking that way about the promised
coming of the Messiah.  He had been promised so long - right from Moses' day - at least 2000 years - and he
hadn't come yet.  Maybe his coming was more of a theoretical truth, one which should keep them up to scratch
in worship and serving God, but not one to be looked for in solid fact, in an actual individual.  Others, of
course claimed to find him all over the place, just as there have always been those who have announced
Christ's coming again and even claimed to be him.

We are promised - Jesus himself promised - that he will come again.  Our task is to be ready for him.  If we
don't long for his coming, or pray for it, as the first Christians did, is that because it means change, it means
uncertainty, it means something that we can't picture?  I think it is.

If I were to ask you if you are afraid to die, and you were to answer honestly, I should probably get a variety
of responses from "yes" to "no" through all sorts of shades of "it depends".  As Christians we know we have
been promised that death is not the end, it is a gateway into fullness of life with God.  We believe that, but it
is hard to picture it; we don't know the details because we haven't been entrusted with them: perhaps because
they are too wonderful and too different for minds shaped by this world to take in; perhaps because God wants
us to grow in faith.  Jesus' coming is something else which we can't picture, and the changes it will bring we
can't picture either.  We know, we believe, that it will be good, wonderful, marvelous, but we don't know just
how.  And we are enjoying our life in this world as we know it, because we know it we know how to function
in it.  Why should we long for change?

That sort of reaction is fair enough, and is probably always how people who are relatively comfortable have
felt.  It may well be how John's hearers felt, when he jolted them out of their complacency.  But we are to live
and pray not for ourselves alone.  What of those who need what Isaiah proclaims?  What of the poor and the
meek?  What of those whom the coming of the Messiah will bring justice and equity?  What of the need for
people to live in peace and trust with each other?  What of the whole of creation which is longing for harmony
to be restored?  If we don't long for Christ to come for ourselves, surely we should for others.

"Bear fruit worthy of repentance" said John.  Maybe the fruit that would be worthy of our repentance, of
repentance from complacency and half-hearted belief would be to spend ourselves working for the poor for
the meek, for those who need and cannot get justice, for those who do long for Christ to come again.  Maybe
that is how we can prepare the way for Christ who is coming again: by doing the work that he came to do,
carrying on the work that he started and will one day finish.

There are all sorts of ways that Christian people do this.  How are you getting on with your HIV advent
calendar?  How fairly traded is your shopping - always or just when it's convenient?  Maybe you need to take
an initiative and discover how you can write letter to prisoners of conscience.  Perhaps you are being called
to volunteer to use your skills in another land: dentists, opticians, nurses, farmers, accountants, teachers, all
sorts of skills can be used when offered by short-term (or long-term) volunteers.  How can you use less, so
that you have more to share where it is needed?

We are called, all of us, individually and together, to prepare the way of the Lord and build a highway for our
God.  Even in the desert, even in the desert of plenty in which we live.  Today we have our advent gathering
around the Lord's table.  As we do so, let us pray for his return.  Let us pray honestly, remembering those
whose world cannot improve unless God's kingdom comes.  And let us remember that as we prepare a way,
our task is to live in such a way that his kingdom, the kingdom which Jesus brought in, spreads and pervades
the inequalities of this world.

Amen


