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             Matthew 3:1-12 and Romans 15:4-13


I have a fantasy that I enjoy replaying this time of year involving John the Baptist appearing in our world today.  What do you think he’d look like?  I don’t think he’d be dressed exactly the same, and not just because camel’s hair has gotten a little harder to come by.  The original John the Baptist dressed as he did because he was intentionally evoking Elijah, one of Israel’s greatest prophets.  So I imagine the modern-day John the Baptist dressing and speaking in a way that reminds everyone of (for example) Dr. Martin Luther King.  His call to the people of the nation is the same, “Repent now!”  I can imagine that a number of people would be drawn to his message, so many that he also attracts the attention of various religious leaders of his day.  


But I imagine that today just as in Biblical times, John would find that not everyone is open to his message.  The original John the Baptist doesn’t have very much kind to say to the Pharisees and Sadducees who come to see him.  John responds to their claim that they can be sure of God’s favor because of their ancestral connection to Abraham.  “God can make children of Abraham from stones!” John responds.  Ancestry and heritage doesn’t give you any special rights to God, and if you rely on it, it can become a barrier to your relationship with God.


But what would that exchange between John the Baptist and the religious people of today look like?  What kind of barriers to repentance, barriers to receptivity to God, would John encounter in today’s Christians?  I have a theory about this.  I imagine the modern day John preaching to a whole crowd of us, standing there at the edge of (for example) Lake Kittamaqundi, and all the Christians listen for a while and then take out their day planners or their palm pilots, frown, shake their heads and then explain to John that they can’t repent and turn their lives around this month.  They’re too busy—they can’t fit it into their schedule.


Do you ever feel like that?  You have a feeling that something needs to change in your life, you have been sensing the nudging of a call, you feel some hunger in the world and wonder if God is pushing you to respond.   You’d like to explore all of this more, but you don’t really have the time right now.  You could possibly schedule God in sometime mid-January, but certainly not before.  I know I have felt that way.  I used to think it was just a function of my time in life, a function of being a working mom.  But now that I’ve hung around KC for a while, I’ve started thinking that if I’m going to get something done, I’d better do it before I retire.  Hearing many of you talk about your schedules has shown me that you can be just as busy in retirement as during your working years.  And try scheduling lunch with a group of 6 of our Vantage House friends!  Just because some of these folks are in their 90’s doesn’t mean they have a lot of free time on their hands.


But when I imagine complaining to our modern-day John the Baptist about my schedule, I don’t think he’d let me off any easier than he let off the Pharisees of his day.  In fact, I can imagine him saying something like, “Even now the ax is lying at the root of your calendar!  Something new and crucially important is trying in intrude on your life.  If you can’t make room for it, then you might as well throw the whole day planner in the trash!”  We’d know he’s right, too.  We know that God can’t be scheduled in.  We know the Holy Spirit is disruptive and disorganizing.  We hear it loud and clear this time of year when the whole story of Jesus’ birth reminds us that God intrudes into human life, that ordinary moment and not-at-all-special people and places can lead us to an encounter with the full power and presence of the divine.  Friends, we know that our busyness is an addiction, a vain attempt to keep control, an excuse.  We know all this, but since it is one the most socially acceptable of sins, a problem that everyone brags about having, we never do anything to change it.


But wait a minute!  You protest.  You have taken steps to get control of your schedule.  You’ve read Steven Covey’s “Seven Habits of Highly Effective People.”  You’ve gone to “Getting Things Done” workshops with David Allen.  You invested over $100 in a special day planner with 14 different colored tabs where you can write you short-term, mid-term and long-range goals in each of the seventeen different sectors of your life.  These things have all assured you that just as soon as you have the time to learn this new system, as soon as you have a day to enter everything into your new day planner, you will be able to have open time.  You will then “block off” open periods of time.  You will “guard” your time and “defend” yourself against intrusions and distractions.  You will “say no”, “draw boundaries” “set limits”.  


Do you ever stop and listen to how we tend to talk about making room in our lives, making time?  Our language has become so aggressive—clearly we feel like we are being assaulted by all the things that make demands on our time.  But sadly, none of these efforts at guarding time and blocking off time make us any more receptive to God’s intrusions in our life that cannot be scheduled or planned.  And I have a sneaking suspicion that the more effort we put into guarding and blocking off open time in our schedule, the less receptive we become, even in those free moments, to God’s advent in our life.  After all, it’s always possible that God might make another demand, and free time, open space, is for many of us supposed to be “down time” when nothing is asked of us.


Well, friends, I’ve got a different system to propose to you.  Let’s call it “Jesus’ Guide to Time Management.”  We get a hint of what such a system might look like in the passage from Romans that Anne read a moment ago.  “Welcome one another,” Paul writes, “just as Christ has welcomed you.”  How has Christ welcomed us?  Well, just imagine the tables he sat at during his life, tables he shared with prostitutes and tax collectors.  Imagine the people he healed, the people he fed, the people he taught.  Christ welcomed people without qualification, and he had a particular interest, a special connect with people—and the parts of people—that had be dismissed or discarded by others.  Christ is, in short, gracious.  To make his welcome into the template for our own behavior means that we have to find a way to be gracious towards each other, to act hospitably, to make room in our day as he did at his table for all those people, all those things, that don’t fit.


How do we connect with the reality of God’s grace so strongly that it starts to shape our lives and organize our time and rule our calendars?  How do we make grace more than an idea, a theological concept?  Learning and living into the story of Jesus Christ is one good way, and allowing scripture to deeply infuse your life is other.  We stumbled on another way to connect with grace at our worship task group meeting this week.  We were talking about hospitality, and Bev told us about how it had been easy to share her house with various people in need back when she didn’t have much of value.  Now, she said with some embarrassment, she has things she doesn’t want stolen, and it’s harder to imagine opening her doors to a homeless stranger.  We all agreed about this difficulty, and then it suddenly occurred to us that God doesn’t operate this way.  That there is nothing so precious in God’s house that God doesn’t want us there, even knowing our tendency to mess up parts of God’s creation.  To me, that’s grace.  You can imagine the same thing with time.  Our calendars might be filled with appointments with 15 minutes in the morning and maybe an hour on Sunday penciled in for God, if nothing more important comes us.  But just imagine God’s calendar—with every day, every hour, filled with your name.  That’s grace.  And Paul tells us to “Welcome one another as Christ has welcomed us,” to live lives that are grounded and rooted in grace.  According to Jesus’ system of time management, we approach our time, we approach our day, with the intention of welcoming God into it and inviting God to pull up a chair and stay a while.  We invite God to get us off our plan.


Friends, we live complicated lives in a complicated world.  But John the Baptist’s call is as true now as it was 2,000 years ago.  God’s reality is pressing in on our reality, and we can push it away in a hundred different ways, but we can’t keep it from coming.  There wasn’t, after all, any room for Jesus in Bethlehem.  There was no room for him at the inn, but that didn’t stop him from being born.  God will make room—off to the side, back in the stable, out in the wilderness by the edge of the river.  God will come, does come, has come.  Thanks be to God.
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