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Sermon:  John 1: 6-8, 19-28 (Straight Paths)

This past Monday Paulette and I had dinner with Fr. Tom and his wife Elizabeth at the Bardo’s.    It was a delightful evening, and just before he was to leave I asked him for his advice about this congregation.  Seemed a good idea, since he was your rector for 17 years.  After a long pause and some more prompting, Fr Tom said to give them instruction in the Bible.  Not exactly sure what that says about you all.  But it fits with the conventional wisdom that we Episcopalians know our Prayer Book by heart, but when it comes to the Bible we are, well, strangers in a strange land.  Which comes from the Bible, by the way.  Exodus 2:22.  King James Version.  It’s the wonderful story of how Moses met his wife, Zipporah, and his naming of their first son, Gershom.    Which, in Hebrew, sounds like, “an alien there.”  As Moses explains, “I have been a stranger in a strange land.”

Of course you probably knew that.  Kidding aside, our Biblical literacy isn’t really up to par.  It was brought home to me while at seminary in Berkeley.  My NT professor was Bill Countryman, and he began his first day of class with a closed-book, snap quiz on the Bible.  Giving a list of Biblical quotes or descriptions, with blanks where we were supposed to fill in the correct NT book.  The first part wasn’t too bad, because it was just the four gospels and the book of Acts.    Some were very easy.  Like, “Shortest gospel.”  Mark.  Or, “The wedding at Cana.”  John.  Some less so.  Like, “The Risen Jesus appears first to a group of women as they leave the empty tomb.”  [pause]  Matthew.

The second part was tougher.  The answers were in the Epistles or Revelation.  Like, “How women are to dress while prophesying.”  1 Cor.  Or, “The elder writes to Gaius about the bad behavior of Diotrephes.  3rd John.

Your search committee and vestry will be relieved to hear that on the curve your rector came out fine.  But the curve was pretty low.  I got over half correct.  But not much over half.  Generally, the class average was about 25%.

So what has this got to do with today’s gospel?  Well it made me think a bit about how well we understand the reason why the priests and Levites asked John the questions they did.

First, some background.  The reason why the priests and Levites confronted John is simple.  They were the religious authorities, and here was a man drawing large crowds to him.  Doing something that was completely unconventional.  He was baptizing folks in the Jordan river.

Now to us that doesn’t sound so strange.  But that’s because baptism is a basic part of our church life.  All Christian denominations do it.  But that wasn’t the case in the time of John the Baptist and Jesus.  Baptisms, for purification, were done all right.  But not for Jews.  They were considered to be ritually clean from birth.  As sons and daughters of Abraham.  Not so for the Gentiles.  Any Gentile who wished to become a “God fearer” – a Jew -- had to be baptized.  John changed this, baptizing Jews and Gentiles alike.  And according the Matthew, even some Pharisees and Sadducees came to John to be baptized.  

According to Josephus, a Jewish historian born in Jerusalem just four years after Jesus’ crucifixion, John the Baptist drew large crowds to him, greatly aroused by his preaching.  Fearing that such eloquence could lead to rebellion Herod had John imprisoned and then put to death.

So the priests and Levites came to John to discredit him.  Challenging his authority.  Asking pointedly, “Are you the Messiah?  Are you Elijah?  Are you the prophet?

But how well do we understand the basis for these three questions, in the day of John the Baptist.  First, the Messiah.  

It’s not as simple as you might think.  We tend to see the Hebrew Scriptures through our Christian tradition.  Inclined to think that the Jewish people had been waiting for the Messiah since the time of Abraham.  And that this messianic expectation is found throughout the Hebrew Scriptures.  What we call the OT.

This is not correct.  Both liberal and conservative scholars agree that it was not. 

The word messiah comes from the Hebrew, mashiah, meaning “anointed one.”  The term was frequently used of the anointing of men as kings over Israel, sometimes of the high priest, and once even of the pagan king, Cyrus.    But it wasn’t until the Book of Daniel was written that we find the word mashiah used of a future, expected anointed leader
.  The consensus of Biblical scholars is that Daniel was written about 167-164 BC.

Soon after this, Palestinian Jews who lived at Qumran wrote in their rule books about the coming of two Messiahs:  The Messiah of Aaron (a priestly figure) and the Messiah of Israel (a kingly, probably Davidic, figure).  Later, in the 1st century BC in the Psalms of Solomon, we find a prayer that Israel will be purified for the day of election, for the manifestation of his anointed.  And in 1st Enoch, we have the day of judgment linked with an expected heavenly figure, a “Son of Man,” also called the Messiah.  

Don’t try to find either book in your Bibles, even if they include the Apocrypha.  Neither book is there.  But they show the expectation at the time of John the Baptist and Jesus.  The people were looking for the Messiah.  It’s interesting to note that in a much later document, the Pseudo-Clementine Recognitions, some followers of John the Baptist held that their master, not Jesus, was the Messiah.

Such was the basis of the first question put to John.  The second was whether he was Elijah.  According to 2 Kings, Elijah did not die, but was taking up to heaven in a chariot.  And in the book of Malachi we hear, “Lo, I will send you the prophet Elijah before the great and terrible day of the Lord comes.  This is an explanation of an earlier passage in Malachi:  “See, I am sending my messenger to prepare the way before me, and the Lord whom you seek will suddenly come to his temple.”

In the book of Enoch, in an elaborate animal allegory of history, Elijah is pictured as returning before the judgment and before the appearance of the great apocalyptic lamb.  Another tie between Elijah and John the Baptist, who said, “Behold the Lamb of God.”

The denial by John the Baptist that he was Elijah is interesting in light of the other gospels.  Matthew tells us that Jesus said, “For all the prophets and the law prophesied until John, and if you are willing to accept it, he is Elijah who is to come.”  Repeating this after the Transfiguration:  “but I tell you that Elijah has already come, and they did not recognize him but they did to him whatever they pleased.”  The gospel of Matthew continues, “Then the disciples understood that he was speaking to them about John the Baptist.  The same is found in Mark.  Luke differs, with the angel telling Zechariah, “With the spirit and power of Elijah [John] will go before him to turn the hearts of parents to their children, and the disobedient to the wisdom of the righteous, to make ready a people prepared for the Lord.”

So, like the first question, “Are you the Messiah?” the second, “Are you Elijah?” was in the minds of the Jewish people of Jesus’ time.  Especially if you consider the parallels in appearance.  Matthew and Mark tell us that John wore a garment of camel’s hair, and a leather girdle around his waist.  In 2 Kings, Elijah is described as a hairy man, with a leather belt.

“Are you the prophet?”  This question is a bit more obscure.  It is not, “Are you a prophet?”  It’s, “Are you the prophet?”  The question traces back to Deuteronomy 18:15, where Moses says, “The Lord your God will raise up for you a prophet like me from among your people.”  It came to be regarded as a particular figure – the hyphenated “Prophet-like-Moses.”  This prophet is cited repeatedly in the Essene literature from Qumran – the Dead Sea Scrolls.  The Essenes are told to cling to the Torah and the rule of the community until the prophet comes.  And as with Elijah being identified in some way with John the Baptist, the early church came to identify the Prophet-like-Moses with Jesus
.

So the priests and Levites who challenged John the Baptist brought legitimate questions.  Questions that would be clearly understood by him and by those around him.  And John responded by denying all these exalted positions – Messiah, Elijah, and Prophet-like-Moses.  Simply claiming to be “the voice of one crying out in the wilderness, ‘Make straight the way of the Lord,’ as the prophet Isaiah said.

The Anchor Bible commentary makes a useful contrast between the meaning of these words in Isaiah, and the meaning for John the Baptist.  In Isaiah, this passage related to the role of angels in preparing a way through the desert.  And by this leveling of hills and mountains, and the filling of valleys, Israel will be able to return from captivity in Babylon to the promised land of Palestine.  John the Baptist is also preparing a road, but not for his people to return to the promised land, but for God to come to his people.  His baptism of repentance and his preaching was “leveling their pride, filling their emptiness, and preparing them for God’s intervention.”

It’s a fitting message to us in Advent, as we await the Incarnation of Christ.  Leveling our mountains and hills of pride, to be sure.  But today is the 3rd Sunday in Advent, when we light the rose-colored candle.  The Sunday in Advent that is meant to be somewhat less penitential.  So it is perhaps even more appropriate to reflect on our valleys of emptiness.  Remembering those times in the past when Christ has come to us when we were empty -- depressed, or discouraged, or sorrowful.  Remembering how our valleys were filled by him.  And then to reflect on our valleys today.  Those areas in our lives that mute the joy of the season to come.  Asking God to fill our valleys again, helping us be more keenly prepared to celebrate the birth of our Savior.

Knowing that it is only when others see the joy of Christ in us that our desire to follow him becomes contagious to the world around us.  It is only when others find a place where none speak ill of another, where they see concern for the poor, the lowly and the oppressed by our actions and not just our words, where they find a place to pray, to reflect and to rejoice, in the presence of our Savior.  Then we will have prepared the way of the Lord for others, as well as for ourselves.

Which is all that we are called to do.
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� Acts 3:22


� Raymond Brown, The Gospel according to John I-XII, The Anchor Bible, p.50.
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