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Sermon               Sunday 9 December 2018 
 
 
Lessons  Philippians 1: 3 – 11  St Luke 3: 1 – 6 
 
 
Prayer of Illumination 
 
Let us pray. 
 
God of Mystery, matter and mind, Spirit saturating all things, bless our 
meditations; fill our hearts to overflowing with Your love.   Touch us with Your 
tender Transcendence.   Amen. 
 
 
 
  
 

Standing in the wilderness, a desolate and uninhabited land, 

the word of God came to John, son of Zechariah.   Some 

scholars suggest that the original version of the Gospel of 

Luke began here with the call of John the baptiser.   Jochanan 

the Immerser, the ‘maverick mentor’, travelled the region 

surrounding the River Jordan offering a ritual of repentance 

for the forgiveness of sins.   The evangelist Luke cites the 

Book of Isaiah:  ‘The voice of one crying out in the 

wilderness:  ‘Prepare the way of the Lord…’. 

 

It is a dramatic opening.   The message of John is 

immediately set against the political climate of his day:  
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Emperor Tiberius, Governor Pontius Pilate and Tetrarch of 

Galilee, Herod.   It is a period in history defined by the 

shedding of blood, a time of violence and death.   Most of 

those mentioned in Luke’s first few verses play a role in the 

torture and crucifixion of Jesus.   Given the suffering that 

stemmed from the Roman occupation and its brutality, it is 

no surprise that there were messianic longings for freedom, 

release and an end to misery.    

 

John baptised the crowds in the River Jordan.   To a first 

century hearer the word ‘Jordan’ would be a balm, a healing 

word, and a word of hope.   The River Jordan was the 

boundary with the Promised Land:  it was a place of 

cleansing for the Hebrew people.   It was in the living water 

of the Jordan that the Hebrew slaves of Egypt gained their 

humanity.   In a sense, they entered heaven on earth.   If you 

lived under Roman rule, feared the sight of marching 

soldiers or felt the strength of Roman steel, how sweet it 

would be to stand in the River Jordan.    
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Besides Rome itself, there was an additional cruelty which 

many people had to bear.   In order to worship at the Temple 

in Jerusalem, to offer sacrifices to God, a pilgrim had to 

exchange currency.   Roman currency could not be used 

because it carried the image of the Emperor, a graven image.   

In exchanging their money for shekels, the money-changers 

charged pilgrims, even cheated them.   The temple 

authorities would also offer loans to the poor to help them 

meet the cost; it was a means of exploitation.   It goes 

without saying that the burden of payment to enter the 

Temple, to worship God and offer sacrifices to God, fell 

disproportionately on the poorest citizens.   There was the 

additional humiliation that the poorest might manage to buy 

a dove for sacrifice while the wealthy sacrificed a bull.    

 

It is into this context of political and religious domination 

that John the Baptist offered ritual cleansing, forgiveness of 

sins, in the flowing waters of the Jordan:  no blood was split 

and no charge was made.   In the opening verses of the 
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Gospel, the juxtaposition of emperor, governor and high 

priest with the name of Jochanan the immerser is a claim 

that all political and religious power are accountable to the 

values of God, to the justice, love and compassion of the Holy 

One.   Archbishop Desmond Tutu says: 

 
 St Julian of Norwich says God did not begin 
 to love us; God’s love for us is as eternal as 
 God is eternal.   We do not need to do anything 
 to try to curry favour with God.   Can we imagine 
 that?   I have been loved from all eternity.   I am 
 loved now, unreservedly, and God will love me 
 unto the age of ages.   God does not change, so 
 God’s love for me, for you, is unchanging and 
 unchangeable. 
 
Tutu said that during the most difficult days of the struggle 

against apartheid, he would tell the people, particularly the 

black people who were victims of that vicious policy, who 

felt themselves to be slaves, that they were a VSP.   Tutu 

said: 

 
 There are those who are called VIPs, Very Important 
 Persons.   But you are a VSP, a Very Special Person’ – 
 and I would make the crowds wave their arms in 
 the air, exhilaratingly, and shout in unison:  ‘I am a 
 VSP – I AM A VERY SPECIAL PERSON!!!’ and that 
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 status was not anything for which we had struggled. 
 It was not something we earned.   It was pure gift 
 from God. 
 
The story might sound trite if it were not from one of the 

world’s most significant religious leaders of our time, a man 

whom Nelson Mandela called, ‘the voice of the voiceless’.    

 

John encountered God in the wilderness.   The evangelist 

quotes words from Isaiah:  ‘Prepare the way of the Lord, 

make his paths straight’.   What do these strange words 

mean?   In the Book of Isaiah, the prophecy refers to the 

return of the exiled Jewish people from Babylon.   The 

normal route from Babylon to Jerusalem would be to avoid 

the dangers of the wilderness and travel along the Euphrates 

through Syria.   The call of the prophet that the way is to be 

made straight means that the people will journey through 

the wilderness and God will be with them.   The people will 

encounter God in the wilderness.   John encountered God in 

the wilderness and, through his ministry of water, the 

crowds found the balm of God in the wilderness.    



 6 

 

John called the people to repent.   John calls us to repent.    

To repent, in Hebrew, teshuvah, means a return to God, a 

conversion, a reorientation of one’s entire life.   The 

Franciscan, Richard Rohr, says that we are to move from a 

calculating mind to a contemplative mind, from the small 

self to a sense of our oneness with the Sacred.   At its best, 

the Church is a hospital for the sick, offering nourishment 

for the spiritually hungry.   St Augustine tells us to find time 

to be still in order to see God.   The Jesus scholar, the late 

Marcus Borg, said that ‘Christianity is about personal 

transformation….This is God’s dream, God’s passion.’   For 

some, encounter with God happens in wilderness places;  

perhaps in particular desolate places within our own soul. 

 

John the Baptist sought to renew faith, and to renew the love 

affair between God’s people and God; in the midst of all that 

troubled them and blighted their life, they could find the 

balm, the healing of God.    
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The rabbi, David Aaron, says that, in Judaism, prayer is 

l’hispallel.   It means that prayer is principally concerned 

with what is going on inside us.   The question should not be, 

‘Is God listening to my prayers?’ but, ‘Am I listening to my 

prayers?’   What impact, if any, are my prayers having on 

me?   Am I changed by them, by the words, by the silences?’   

Rabbi Aaron says that, in a sense, if we think we are 

communicating to God information which God does not 

already have, prayer becomes ridiculous.   God knows your 

business is falling apart, God knows you desperately want a 

partner or that you deeply, deeply love someone who is ill.   

L’hispallel is not God hearing your prayers but you hearing 

your prayers.   If we go out to the Baptist, step into the water 

for ourselves, feel its flow around us, are we listening with 

the ear of the heart? 

 

Within Judaism, l’hispallel means to fill the heart with the 

thoughts, dreams and visions that will change you and, in 

turn, change the world around you.   The point of l’hispallel 



 8 

is not to change God, but to change our heart.   Standing in 

the River Jordan, it was not God who was changed; it was the 

pilgrims.   Adopting this Jewish concept of prayer in 

Christianity, we could say that prayer is thinking the 

thoughts, dreaming the dreams and imagining the visions 

that will take us into the heart and mind of Jesus.    

 

Through prayer, through l’hispallel, it is ourselves, and our 

relationship with the Holy, that we are trying to change.   If 

we change ourselves, we change everything we can change.    

St Paul prayed that the Philippians would overflow more 

and more with knowledge and full insight, that they would 

be pure and blameless.   In praying for a loved one, with God, 

we hold them in love.   We unite ourselves with our loved 

one and, as one, we unite ourselves to the healing Spirit of 

the Sacred.    
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These sentiments are echoed by the Welsh mystic and poet, 

R S Thomas.   In his poem, Emerging, Thomas addresses God 

about prayer: 

 
  I would have knelt 
  long, wrestling with you, wearing 
  you down.   Hear my prayer, Lord, hear 
  my prayer.   As though you were deaf, myriads 
  of mortals have kept up their shrill 
  cry, explaining your silence by 
  their infirmness. 
  It begins to appear 
  this is not what prayer is about. 
  It is the annihilation of difference, 
  the consciousness of myself in you, 
  and you in me. 
 
 
Stand in the Jordan and feel the water for yourself. 
 
Amen. 
 


