 SAINT JAMES’ SERMON

24. June, 20009.
EPISCOPAL CHURCH Title: The Nativity of St. John the Baptist

Fremont, California Text: The Prayer of the Day

J.J.

Al mighty God, by whose providence your servant John the Baptist was wonderfully
born, and sent to prepare the way of your Son our Savior by preaching repentance:
Make us so to follow histeaching and holy life, that we may truly repent according to
his preaching; and, following his example, constantly speak the truth, boldly rebuke
vice, and patiently suffer for the truth's sake; through Jesus Christ your Son our Lord,
who lives and reigns with you and the Holy Spirit, one God, for ever and ever. Amen.

Today we celebrate the Nativity of St. John the Baptist, the one who prepared the way
of the Lord. For the most part we know the story well . . . we have heard it often. If
you wish to know more, | have prepared a brief summary of hislife. Asl looked at
today’ s readings and prayers, what struck me was the Prayer of the Day, and what first
caught my attention was not what the prayer said (although, aswe shall seeina
minute, that is profound) .. . but what caught my attention was the length of the prayer. It is one of the longest
Collects we have in the Book of Common of Prayer . . . longer even than the Collect for the Nativity of our
Lord. Fromwhat | could see, it is exceeded in length only by the Collect for the Church Convention (and that is
understandable) or the Collect for those about to be ordained (and they can use all the prayers they can get).

Nativity of St. John,
The Baptist.

But then | began to look more closely at the Collect. Listen again. “Almighty God, by whose providence your
servant John the Baptist was wonderfully born, and sent to prepare the way of your Son our Savior . . . make us
so to follow his teaching and holy life, constantly speaking the truth, boldly rebuking vice, and patiently
suffering for the truth's sake

What doesthat al mean?
- Follow histeaching and holy life

- Teaching: to love God and to love one another

- Holy life (not locust and wild honey), life “set apart”

Constantly speaking the truth

- That will not aways be popular or easy . . . that prophetic call . . . It literally cost John his head

- Calling peopleto repent . . . that is, to “turn around” and change the way they live their lives.

Boldly rebuking vice

- That word “vice” —thisis not about the Vice Squad, but about “wrong doing” . . .to seeit...to
recognizeit . . . and to speak out against it.

And patiently suffering for thetruth's sake.

- And, saysthe prayer, to patiently suffer for the truth’s sake.
Living out in the wilderness, as John did, eating locusts and wild honey, might be OK for aday or
two, but not for alife time, and yet that is how he lived so that he could point people to the truth.

But the Collect is not about or for John .. . . it isabout and for us. Today, you and | are called to

Follow his teaching and holy life

Constantly speak the truth

Boldly rebuke vice (wrong doing, injustice

And, patient suffer for the truth’s sake to live as examples of God's great love for all people.
Today may God hear our prayer, grant our requests, and give us courage to live it out in our lives. Amen.

SD.G. The Rev. Dr. David E. Abernethy-Deppe
Castro Valley, California



THE BIRTH OF JOHN THE BAPTIST
June 24

Our principal sources of information about John the Baptist are

(1) referencesto his birth in the first chapter of Luke,

(2) references to his preaching and his martyrdom in the Gospels, with a few references in Acts, and

(3) references in Josephus to his preaching and martyrdom, references which are consistent with the New
Testament ones, but sufficiently different in the details to make direct borrowing unlikely.

According to the Jewish historian Josephus (who wrote after 70 AD), John the Baptist was a Jewish preacher in
the time of Pontius Pilate (AD 26-36). He called the people to repentance and to arenewal of their covenant
relation with God. He was imprisoned and eventually put to death by Herod Antipas (son of Herod the Great,
who was king when Jesus was born) for denouncing Herod's marriage to Herodias, the wife of his still-living
brother Philip. In order to marry Herodias, Herod divorced his first wife, the daughter of King Aretas of
Damascus, who subsequently made war on Herod, a war which, Josephus tells us, was regarded by devout Jews
as a punishment for Herod's murder of the prophet John.

In the Book of Acts, we find sermons about Jesus which mention His Baptism by John as the beginning of His
public ministry (see Acts 10:37; 11:16; 13:24). We also find accounts (see Acts 18:24; 19:3) of devout men in
Greece who had received the baptism of John, and who gladly received the full message of the Gospel of Christ
when it was told them.

Luke begins his Gospel by describing an aged, devout, childless couple, the priest %
Zechariah and his wife Elizabeth. As Zechariah is serving in the Temple, he sees  {f
the angel Gabriel, who tells him that he and his wife will have a son who will bea | - iy’ i
great prophet, and will go before the Lord "like Elijah." (The Jewish tradition had :| --__ o

been that Elijah would herald the coming of the Messiah = Christ = Anointed = i}
Chosen of God.) Zechariah went home, and his wife conceived. About six months 7
later, Gabriel appeared to the Virgin Mary, akinswoman of Elizabeth, and told 3§
her that she was about to bear a son who would be called Son of the Most High, a |i{
king whose kingdom would never end. Thus Elizabeth gave birth to John, and '
Mary gave birth six months later to Jesus.

After describing the birth of John, Luke says that he grew, and "was in the 3
wilderness until the day of his showing to Israel.” The people of the Qumran e ok ;
settlement, which produced the Dead Sea Scrolls, sometime use the term "living in the W|Idern$s' to refer to
residing in their community at Qumran near the Dead Sea. Accordingly, it has been suggested that John spent
some of his early years being educated at Qumran.

All of the gospels tell us that John preached and baptized beside the
Jordan river, in the wilderness of Judea. He called on his hearers to
repent of their sins, be baptized, amend their lives, and prepare for the
coming of the Kingship of God. He spoke of one greater than himself

of hisdisciples, "Thisisthe man | spoke of." After His baptism by
John, Jesus began to preach, and attracted many followers. In fact,
many who had been followers of John left him to follow Jesus. Some
of John's followers resented this, but he told them: "Thisisas it should
be. My mission is to proclaim the Christ. The groomsman, the
bridegroom's friend, who makes the wedding arrangements for the
bridegroom, is not jealous of the bridegroom. No more am | of Jesus. He must increase, and | must decrease.”
(John 3:22-30)




John continued to preach, reproving sin and calling on everyone to repent. King Herod Antipas had divorced his
wife and taken Herodias, the wife of his (still living) brother Philip. John rebuked him for this, and Herod,

under pressure from Herodias, had John arrested, and eventually beheaded. He is remembered on some
calendars on the supposed anniversary of his beheading, 29 August.

When John had been in prison for awhile, he sent some of his followersto |
Jesusto ask, "Are you hethat isto come, or isthere another?' (Matthew y
11:2-14) One way of understanding the question is as follows: "It was '
revealed to me that you are Isragl's promised deliverer, and when | heard
this, | rgoiced. | expected you to drive out Herod and the Romans, and 5
rebuild the kingdom of David. But here | sit in prison, and thereis no .
deliverance in sight? Perhaps | am ahead of schedule, and you aregoingto =~
throw out the Romans next year. Perhaps | have misunderstood, and you ,
have a different mission, and the Romans bit will be done by someone else.
Please let me know what is happening.”  Jesusreplied by telling the
messengers, "Go back to John, and tell him what you have seen, the
miracles of heallng and other miracles, and say, 'Blessed is he who does not
lose faith in me." He then told the crowds. "John is a prophet and more thanis
aprophet. He is the one spoken of in Malachi 3:1, the messenger who comes to prepare the way of the LORD
No man born of woman is greater than John, but the least in the Kingdom of God is greater than John."

This has commonly been understood to mean that John represents the climax of the long tradition of Jewish
prophets looking forward to the promised deliverance, but that the deliverance itself isa greater thing. John is
the climax of the Law. He lives in the wilderness, a life with no frills where food and clothing are concerned.
He has renounced the joys of family life, and dedicated himself completely to his mission of preaching, of
calling people to an observance of the law, to ordinary standards of virtue. In terms of natural goodness, no one
is better than John. But he represents Law, not Grace. Among men born of woman, among the once-born, he
has no superior. But anyone who has been born anew in the kingdom of God has something better than what
John symbolizes. (Notethat to say that John symbolizes something short of the Kingdom is not to say that John
is himself excluded from the Kingdom.)

Traditionally, the Birth of Jesus is celebrated on 25 December. That means that the
Birth of John is celebrated six months earlier on 24 June. The appearance of Gabriel
to Mary, being assumed to be nine months before the birth of Jesus, is celebratedon &
25 March and called the Annunciation, and the appearance of Gabriel to Zechariahin
the Temple is celebrated by the East Orthodox on 23 September. At least for iy
Christians in the Northern Hemisphere, these dates embody arich symbolism. John
isthe last voice of the Old Covenant, the close of the Age of Law. Jesus isthe first
voice of the New Covenant, the beginning of the Age of Grace. Accordingly, Johnis
born to an elderly, barren woman, born when it isreally too late for her to be having |
achild, while Jesus is born to ayoung virgin, born when it is really too early for her
to be having a child. John is announced (and concelved) at the autumnal equinox,
when the leaves are dying and falling from the trees. Jesus is announced (and
conceived) at the vernal equinox, when the green buds are bursting forth onthe trees |
and there are signs of new life everywhere. John isborn whenthedaysarelongest, .. 18"  “¢arbis.com
and from his birth on they grow steadily shorter. Jesus is born when the days are

shortest, and from his birth on they grow steadily longer. John speaks truly when he says of Jesus, "He must
increase, but | must decrease.”

by James Kiefer



