Sermon on Luke 3:1-6 given by the Rev’d Caroline Ralph at Holy Cross, Crediton on December 10th, 2006

There is a central issue arising out of the Gospel reading.  Where is Abilene and why would anyone want to know?

In order to dispose of this difficulty and in a non theological way, I shall tell you. Abilene is located to the north of the sea of Galilee. As the commentary says, almost nothing is known of Lysanias. Why then is Luke putting him in? Indeed why is he mentioning this crowd of petty autocrats and theocrats at all? A traditional response is that Luke was locating his story in history, to add the weight of dates and times and narratives. There are two problems with this. Firstly, people in the first century were not as welded to time as we are in the twenty-first, secondly, any one who can take on board shepherds, singing angels and wise men out of the east is not going to be troubled by a few dates. No, something else is going on. Luke is very interested in people and he is a good story teller. He is setting the scene with people who are important either because they are going to play a starring role later or because he wants to contrast the human rulers of this world against the real ruler, which is God.  Luke has a kind of film of events running through his head and he is introducing the main characters and scene setting. The greatest story ever told is unfolding and things are about to happen that will not be rivalled until Armageddon and the ending of the world. There are titanic forces at work in heaven and on Earth and the rulers of this world and the next are engaged in a mighty contest, which began in that most common and minor of events, the birth of a helpless baby to a young girl during a census count.

The cosmic impact of what Luke is talking about is established in chapter two. There are signs and portents, angels breaking through to earth and the fulfilment of prophecy. In the Temple itself, Simeon will say that this baby is destined for the falling and rising of many in Israel and to be a sign that will be opposed so that the inner thoughts of many will be revealed.

The pebble that starts the avalanche is the word of God coming to John, who was in the wilderness. 

Why was John in the wilderness and what is the wilderness? What the wilderness is not is a sensible place to start proclaiming the message. There’s no-one there. The wilderness is both actual and symbolic, like a lot of the narrative. The wilderness is the place outside, where nothing much lives or grows, where people are cast out and the scapegoat is driven, where devils live. It’s the space shown with a blank on the old maps with a note “here be dragons”. It’s a place in the mind where you go when the world is against you and where you go to be alone. Luke does not say anything about the skins of animals and the locusts, whether they are beans or insects, fried or raw. But John is taken by many to be the reincarnation of Elijah, who heard the voice of God after the earthquake, wind and fire and who was in a cave in the wilderness having fallen out with Ahab and Jezebel, as John will fall foul of Herodias and Salome. The wilderness is the place outside for the Jewish people, where they are not safe. The wilderness is also the place where things change, where the exodus, the “going out” begins. We all know about the wildernesses in our own minds, the desolation before new plans are made, different ways of doing things are found, new starts are considered. So be like John the Baptist and spend some time in Advent in a little patch of desert thinking about God and about change. And try not to be surprised when things happen. One thing about the wilderness is that God is always there and God is easier to hear when we are not surrounded by the noise and bustle of cities.  

But cities are not bad in themselves. Why did the message of the way – the spread of the earliest christian message – happen so effectively? Because of Roman cities, trade and roman roads. Roman Palestine was the civilised, cosmopolitan hub of the Decapolis, the ten biggest Roman trading cities at the eastern end of the empire. It had big Mediterranean ports and proper roads everywhere.  Early Christianity went straight out of the little towns and villages in Galilee into the cities and stayed there. Luke is only too well aware of this, after all, he was there, following around after Paul, who was either preaching in the cities of the Roman world or writing to the Christian communities in them

Now what is John saying here? He is preaching profound, eschatological change. Everything is to be turned upside down, every obstacle removed and every person shall see the salvation of God. This is lifted out of Isaiah chapter 40 and it means the coming of the Messiah. In view of what Luke’s setting up of his story in the previous two chapters, the listeners and readers are in no doubt: this is Jesus. Moreover, John is deliberately upsetting the accepted social order by preaching repentance for the forgiveness of sins. Why do people need to repent? Because of their mode of life, which has separated them from God, because they are following the forces of secularism, which means the Romans. The existing world order is overthrown and all of the people mentioned at the beginning of the chapter will fall with them.

Now, you will remember last week that Canon Andrew Godsall told us about the meaning of the four candles on the advent crown and I shall not embarrass you by asking how many of recall what each one was for, not least because I had to look it up on google.

 The slogan for last week was hope not peas. However, one of the candles, and opinion seems to be next week and not this week, but I shall appropriate it, stands for John the Baptist. So the slogan for this week is salvation not secularism
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