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Malachi 3:1-4
3:1 See, I am sending my messenger to prepare the way before me, and the Lord whom you seek will suddenly come to his temple. The messenger of the covenant in whom you delight--indeed, he is coming, says the LORD of hosts. But who can endure the day of his coming, and who can stand when he appears? For he is like a refiner's fire and like fullers' soap; he will sit as a refiner and purifier of silver, and he will purify the descendants of Levi and refine them like gold and silver, until they present offerings to the LORD in righteousness. Then the offering of Judah and Jerusalem will be pleasing to the LORD as in the days of old and as in former years.

Philippians 1:3-11
I thank my God every time I remember you, constantly praying with joy in every one of my prayers for all of you, because of your sharing in the gospel from the first day until now. I am confident of this, that the one who began a good work among you will bring it to completion by the day of Jesus Christ. It is right for me to think this way about all of you, because you hold me in your heart, for all of you share in God's grace with me, both in my imprisonment and in the defense and confirmation of the gospel. For God is my witness, how I long for all of you with the compassion of Christ Jesus. And this is my prayer, that your love may overflow more and more with knowledge and full insight to help you to determine what is best, so that in the day of Christ you may be pure and blameless, having produced the harvest of righteousness that comes through Jesus Christ for the glory and praise of God.

Luke 3:1-6
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 ruler of Abilene, during the high priesthood of Annas and Caiaphas, the word of God came to John son of Zechariah in the wilderness.  He went into all the region around the Jordan, proclaiming a baptism of repentance for the forgiveness of sins, as it is written in the book of the words of the prophet Isaiah, "The voice of one crying out in the wilderness: 'Prepare the way of the Lord, make his paths straight.  Every valley shall be filled, and every mountain and hill shall be made low, and the crooked shall be made straight, and the rough ways made smooth; and all flesh shall see the salvation of God.'"
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SERMON

Some of you may remember the Creswell family who moved to town some years ago when Brad took a position in the Music Department at Manchester College.  Brad and Mary were both talented musicians, so when it came to finding a church, they looked for one that took music seriously.  Soon they heard of Zion’s reputation, and began attending, and eventually joined.  One day someone asked Mary if they’d found a church.  When she replied, “Yes, we’re members of Zion Lutheran Church,” the person responded (perhaps without thinking), “Oh, the Lutheran Church.  They’ll take anybody.”

You can take this comment a couple of ways, of course.  I hear it as a glorious affirmation:  Zion Lutheran Church, where grace is not only preached but practiced with a graciousness that welcomes all!

Today I’d like to think through one aspect of what it means to live by this kind of inviting grace, based on guidance from the Gospel writer Luke and his story about John the Baptist.

Luke begins today’s text with a long list of rulers.  By giving this list, Luke seems to say, “What I am about to declare is not an abstract concept, but a concrete reality.  At a specific time and place, in actual history and geography, God began to fulfill a promise!  Indeed, at just the right time, God sent the promised forerunner to prepare the way of the Gracious One, the Messiah!”  And here is how this specific forerunner, John the Baptist, accomplished the proper preparation:  he preached a baptism of repentance for the forgiveness of sin.  The proper way to prepare for grace is, first of all, to deal with SIN.
For John the Baptist, and for Luke who reports about him, SIN is a big deal.  Luke uses the word 15 times in his Gospel.  Next week’s Gospel text shows John pointing the finger at high and low alike, detailing the sins that seem most grievous at the time.  In today’s Gospel lesson, John’s message is basically this:  1) you are all a bunch of sinners; and, 2) you all need to change.  The truth is that this is the only way to get ready to receive the Messiah and the life of grace he brings.

As far as I can tell, we struggle with SIN today in at least three major ways.  
1.  First, we struggle personally with those sins that shame us.  Like the Apostle Paul, describing his own predicament in Romans 7, we may find ourselves saying: I do not understand what I do. For what I want to do I do not do, but [I do] what I hate I do. …For what I do is not the good I want to do; no, the evil I do not want to do—this I keep on doing…What a wretched person I am! We try not so sin but we fail.  We are sinners who sin, which is one reason we feature the Rite for Confession at nearly worship service.  It is an ongoing struggle for all of us.
2.  We struggle with sin a second way as well, in that we must endure sin’s consequences.  In a fallen world, stuff happens and it often happens to us—whether or not we are personally responsible for it.  Humanity is sinful.  And so we live with the painful results of lies and gossip and thievery and adultery and greed and abuse and covetousness and betrayal and killing and more.  It is fair to say that we live our lives in the context of sin’s consequences as much as we live our lives in the context of earth’s atmosphere.  No matter how charmed a life may be, there is no avoiding the painful consequences of sin.  Our spiritual ancestors used to speak about life in this world as living in a vale [or valley] of tears, as they hoped for a better life to come.  Sin makes this life difficult.

3.  And finally, despite the effects of these first two, these days we seem to struggle with the very idea of sin.  Perhaps because authorities have misused the notion of sin to manipulate the behavior of underlings for far too long, many now dismiss the notion altogether.  “There’s really no sin; just differences in opinions,” some claim.  Or mistakes.  Or poor choices.  Or whatever.  We live in a time when we are not of one mind in acknowledging right and wrong, and many wonder if there even is right versus wrong.

But wait a minute:  the truth is that humanity has always lived in such a time.  Certainly we’ve always lived in a time when the notion of what constitutes sin is continually being re-defined.  That is, over the course of human history, each generation has  revised its understanding of what is sin and what is not.  I know that this notion is difficult for those of us who think the solution to sin is simply to “get back to way it used to be when everyone knew right from wrong,” but the truth is that there never was such a time.  For part of my daily devotions I am currently reading from the prophet Amos, who lived in the 8th century BC.  For Amos’s hearers and the religious leaders of his day, it was NOT considered sinful to live in luxury while other people starved—as long as you followed the rules and kept the temple obligations to fast and sacrifice.  Amos challenges their notion of what is sinful and what is not.  Amos tells them that God could care less about their rules and rituals, but was, in fact, poised to condemn them for the injustices.  Amos redefines sin for his hearers.  Even Jesus forthrightly re-defined sin when he claimed that it was NOT sinful to heal a man on the Sabbath, much to the shock of the religious leaders of the day, who were disgusted by such a “liberal” flabby sense of right and wrong on the part of this rabbi from Nazareth.  To be fair, in other instances Jesus redefined sin in even more strict “conservative” terms.

And we do it, too, following in our Lord’s footsteps.  The hot button issue for us in the ELCA now is a potential redefinition regarding same-sex committed relationships, and it is a huge, difficult controversy.  I do not intend to deal with this controversy from the pulpit this morning other than to say that it is only an aspect of the ongoing redefinition that we have all been part of all along.  We keep on redefining what it sin and what is not, generation after generation.  Isn’t it strange, for example, that what used to be a HUGE transgression—an obvious violation of one of the clearest commandments—is now no longer even in the category of sin?  I’m talking about Number Three of the Big Ten, the one that speaks of keeping the Sabbath Day holy.  It used to be a clear violation to shop and work on Sunday.  But no longer.  I am quite confident that none of you, during today’s silent personal confession, were near tears as you brought before Almighty God your grievous act of buying a bacon-egg-and-cheese biscuit on the way to church, or your plans to stop at the grocery store afterward.  We have completely redefined what it means to be sinful according to this commandment.  Yes we have.  We’ve redefined one of the seven most deadly sins, the sin of greed, as now something good for the economy.  Yes we have.  The point here is not to argue about the value or evils of shopping or working, but it is to acknowledge that it has been our habit all along to redefine what does and does not constitute sin.  
And, let me say that this is good and right, because understanding sin cannot be reduced to a dead formula. SIN, properly understood, is a living relationship, and living relationships move and breathe and form and reform and involve ongoing response rather than simply following ever increasing regulations.  This, by the way, is precisely the gripe voiced by both Amos and Jesus as they redefined sin in their day.  Both refused to define sin as merely breaking rules, and instead defined it as breaking relationship.

So what does all this mean for our response to sin?  Well, it seems to me that there are three major responses to the reality of sin in our lives and in our world.  
1.  The first response is to try to contain sin by adding rule upon rule, regulation upon regulation.  Like the Pharisees of Jesus’ day, we are tempted to believe that if we simply establish and enforce the right rules, everything will go OK.  In the short term this can seem satisfying, as important rules are kept and helpful regulations followed.  But, eventually the rules become too many and the regulations become too burdensome and nobody can keep them.  You just cannot make a rule about everything!  Moreover, rules become outdated as circumstances change.  And worse, over time it seems inevitable that we mistake following the rules for actually avoiding the sin, which was the complaint of the prophet Amos.  As important as it is to make and keep rules, there are some very real limitations to dealing with sin effectively by trying to contain it this way.
2.  The second major way to deal with sin is to overlook it.  “Oh, it was no big deal.  Let’s just forget it ever happened.”  The problem with this approach is that it ignores sin’s pervasiveness and its power.  Just ignoring it doesn’t mean either the sin or its effects go away.  Ignoring sin is, frankly, a lousy approach.
3.  The final major response to sin is the response of God preached by John the Baptist and reported by the Gospel writer Luke.  In my study this week, I came across this sentence:  Every time the word "sin" is used in Luke, the words for "to forgive" or "forgiveness" are also present.  Do you see the guidance that is being offered here?  Without exception, Luke is telling us that the faithful response to sin, that God’s response to sin, is to forgive it.  To face it squarely, to name it, and condemn it, and acknowledge its terrible consequences—yes!  And then to forgive it.  Without exception.  This is the most promising strategy when it comes to effectively dealing with sin!

In Confirmation class each Wednesday, the students are asked to bring study questions that are meaningful to them.  This past week one student brought this question:  Can we ever sin so bad or so much that God gives up on us?  No, God never gives up on us!  In response to sin, God forgives.  Every time.  And, to extend God’s forgiveness, we are called to do the same, which is why we pray each Sunday:  Forgive us our sins as we forgive those who sin against us.
Here is the challenge, of course:  how to forgive so relentlessly?  How do we deal with the very real and painful sin in our lives every time by forgiving it? It seems too hard.

John the Baptist’s answer is that it is too hard.  We cannot, at least not under our own power, forgive relentlessly.  To be able to forgive relentlessly requires something from the outside.  John labels that something “a baptism,” a ritual washing that points to something happening TO us rather than BY us.  That something that is happening is labeled “repentance.”  The Greek word for repentance is metanoia.  It literally means “change of being,” a change of who you are.  Here’s the truth:  the current “me” cannot forgive relentlessly.  I just cannot do it.  I don’t want to do it.  I’d rather condemn or dismiss or establish yet another rule by which to judge and contain your sin.  So, in order to forgive, I have to be changed.  

This change, dear friends, is what your baptism points to.  When the water was poured and the words were spoken, God changed you—not in some eerie, superstitious way, but rather by changing the relationship with you.  Born into a fallen world in which Sin ruled your life, God declared:  No more!  Now I rule your life!  Now you live in my Kingdom.  Now you live by grace. Now you live by “get to.”  You get to love.  You get to hope.  You get to be content.  You get to trust in promises.  You get to treat others with kindness and compassion.  You get to be honest.  You “get to” because I give this way of life to you, my way of life!  And, oh yes, in response to sin you get to forgive.  Every time.
A change in relationship can, indeed, change us.  I have observed this quite concretely this over these past many months in the life of my daughter.  Sarah came home from Minnesota last March after a friendly break-up with a long-term boyfriend.  She declared that she would have nothing to do with men in her life for a while.  Then on April 8 she met David.  Over the course of weeks, Sarah changed.  There was the strange mixture of spark and contentedness in her demeanor that had been missing for a while.  Kathy and I both commented to each on it.  Sarah, who had always said that she would never change her career aspirations to follow a man, no matter how much she may love him, started considering a change in her career aspirations based on her love for a man.  Sarah, who always had a certain ambivalence about getting married, became engaged on Thanksgiving Day without reservation.  We have witnessed in Sarah metanoia, a change in being as a result of a change in relationship.

And we witness it in each other as well, because of the new relationship established by God with us through Jesus Christ. We who are sinners have been forgiven.  We are not what we were.  We who have been forgiven are now forgivers.  It is amazing, this grace under which we live!
So now I am waiting for one of our members to come to me with a new story.  I am waiting for someone to tell me about the time they were asked, “What church do you go to?”  And when they replied, “I am a member of Zion Lutheran Church,” I am eager to hear them report the response, said perhaps without thinking, “Oh, the Lutheran Church!  They’re the ones who forgive everybody!”  Every time.
Amen to that!

