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As we move through these days, the nights are getting longer, and the darkness we experience is compounded by dreary, sunless days, which are very difficult for some.  Add to that this the enduring pandemic, which threatens to move us into a fifth wave with the omicron variant.  We pray that the vaccines will hold up against it and that those infected will only experience mild symptoms.  The light from John the Baptist’s message in todays’ reading can offer us hope to help us find peace through these challenging days as we try to remain present to this moment and take one day at a time. 

John’s message comes to a community filled with despair.  The introduction to the passage, where John names all the leaders, is not just to give historical context, but is to indicate the power of the leadership, many of whom were known to be oppressive tyrants, and it is not to any of these leaders that the messenger comes to proclaim the coming of the Lord, a statement of who the Christ is coming for.  This opening description informs us of the kind of oppression that the people are under and it is to this context that John and Jesus bring good news.  John quotes Isaiah, who is telling a broken people in exile, there will be a straight and easy path home.  The road from Babylon to Jerusalem is a rough, windy, mountain trek, so God is giving them hope that they will get home and it will not be hard.  John provides the Jewish community of his time with the same message, which is the also for us.  There is hope in the midst of oppression and the challenges they and we face.  We are to prepare the way for the Lord, who will bring salvation – justice, equity, love and compassion.  

John went to the valley of the river Jordan to proclaim a baptism of repentance for the forgiveness of sins.  Now the Jews were familiar with forgiveness, they had rituals of purification which were performed at the Temple for forgiveness.  Repentance meant to turn away from wrongdoing or turn around and go a different direction, a better direction.  The community had been under this oppressive regime for so long that they were becoming complacent to it, they were going along with the systemic injustice that was now a part of their life.  John is calling them to turn away from that complacency, to begin anew with a sense of resistance, focused on peace and the message of the Law they know, such as in Micah 6:8, to seek justice, love kindness and walk humbly with God.  This is the kind of repentance John is calling them to through baptism.  

This is similar to the calling of Malachi in our Old Testament reading.  This messenger, Malachi, talks about needing to purify the leadership because they too have succumbed to their own political ambitions, lust for power and wealth, and the cloaking of their ambitions in religious language (in order to make such ambitions acceptable), all of which lead inevitably to political oppression, economic exploitation and domination of the people.  Now they need to repent and turn around their priorities so they are for the people and the nation.   They
will have to turn towards priorities that are values for justice, equitable sharing of wealth and authentic relationship with God and all the people of Israel.  This is the same kind of repentance John is calling the people of his time to.

And the way he was doing it was quite radical.  Baptism wasn’t new in the Jewish tradition but it was used only for Gentiles who converted to Judaism.  Submerging them fully in water symbolized a purification of their former pagan self and being cleansed to become a Jew.  To practice this kind of baptism, John and those who participated in it, were indicating that they are turning toward living out God’s call for them to begin practicing God’s shalom community of justice, sharing of wealth and commitment to one another and God, to refuse to be seduced any longer by Israel’s and Rome’s systems seeking control over them, and to become a part of the restored people of God.  It’s not much wonder that the religious authorities were concerned with what John was up to. 

[bookmark: _GoBack]We see this kind of turning today, in the movements that turn away from and will no longer put up with oppressive systems and structures.  Movements like Black Lives Matter, and Indigenous movements of land and water defenders.  The system is so entrenched in colonialism that there has been very little coverage of the dozens of land defenders who have been arrested at their Wet’suwet’en camp by the RCMP. These land defenders were defending their land against exploitation by the Coastal GasLink Pipeline. These arrests included journalists who were embedded with the defenders, arrests of journalists is unheard of but not in this action by the authorities.  The silence around this prevents us from asking questions or learning about the issues.  We need to turn away from traditional media and the systems to get this news, and learn about the issues, to understand the struggles and oppression of the colonial powers and systems.  This is the call John the Baptist was referring to.  Preparing the way and repenting, means turning away from the violence of the systems and standing in peace with those who are struggling and oppressed.  That standing includes listening to their stories and voices and educating ourselves.  This is the peace of Christ breaking into our lives. 

John’s message to the community is one of hope in the midst of challenge and oppression.  He offers the community a hope that leads to peace, even in the midst of violence.  As we move through these days may we draw on this hope to find the peace of Christ to sustain us in the despair, anxiety and pain we may feel.  May we all work to make the paths straight and bring peace and light to those around us especially those who need it as the nights get longer, and days continue to be dreary.  God is coming, God is with us, love breaks through and brings peace, thanks be to God. 
 


