How many of you know what an LP is?  How about a 78 or 45?  CD’s and mp3’s are okay - but if you really want uncompressed, full audio - it’s has to be vinyl.  I still have a few records - and some got played a little too much so there is a deep groove in the vinyl. Linda Ronstadt’s, “It’s So Easy To Fall In Love” goes, “It’s So Easy, It’s So Easy, It’s So Easy” until I gently nudge the needle.

A little church history.  In 452 A.D. some pastors decided the church was in a deep groove and needed a gentle nudge.  Certain Bible stories got told over and over - creating deep grooves in the worship service.  So these pastors created a lectionary that included a Psalm, an Old Testament Lesson, an Epistle (which is just a fancy word for a letter) and a reading from one of the Gospels.  The lectionary reinforces a particular theme and makes sure we cover all the important events and teachings in the Bible.  That prayer where I go, “The Lord be with you...” and you respond, “and also with you...” - collects the theme and summarizes it in a few words which is why it is called the “Collect” prayer.

The lectionary makes sure we see the whole Jesus - not just the parts we like.  It gives us little nudges to keep us out of the deep grooves.  The second Sunday of Advent is all about John the Baptist.  Last week he was hanging out at the river.  His key word was still REPENT!  But now it's a kinder, gentler REPENT!

Last year - Series B - John the Baptist walks out of the wilderness wearing a camel’s hair jacket and a leather belt around his waist, munching on grasshoppers he’s dipped in honey.  You can still see the little grasshopper legs stuck between his teeth when he starts bellowing, “REPENT!”  And that REPENT! was not the kinder, gentler version - it’s the unedited version that makes us uncomfortable.  This year - the lectionary nudges the needle a little and we see the other side of John - and we begin to understand God’s plan a little better.  Sometimes we need to be yelled at - other times we need to be coddled - and the key is knowing when.

Two stories.  The first from 1982.  I ran out of money and had dropped out of Concordia Seward for the second time.  I discovered I could take classes at Metro State so I could graduate before I retired.  One morning I arrived on campus - which was located in Downtown Denver - and there was a man standing on a small platform - literally a soapbox - and he had a large Bible in his hand.  He would yell “REPENT” at the top of his lungs and point at different students.  My friends told me he came several times a year - standing on his box and yelling at students.  In three years they had never seen anyone respond to his call for repentance - but they had seen a few yelling matches.

Second story.  Last year I was doing some landscaping in the front of the church when I heard footsteps.  I looked up and it was one of the homeless folk we’ve tried to help for the past 20 years.  He is a drug addict, can be dangerous and always has the munchies.  He was stuffing a sandwich in his mouth and asking for $20 to buy a radio.  I told him no.  He got a drink from the hose - went through the trash cans and found a couple pieces of half-eaten cupcakes and took the box because it was covered in frosting.  He saw one of our table cloths - grabbed it and said thanks for the blanket and headed across Moanalua Road - holding up his hand to stop cars.  Two cars narrowly missed him - other cars narrowly avoided each other as they avoided him.  He was blissfully unaware.  We’ve been working with him for over 20  years - and his life has a deep groove that just repeats the same tragedy over and over again.

I love the question John’s disciples ask in or Gospel lesson.  “Are You the One who is to come, or should we look for someone else?”  I hope all of us ask that question during Advent.  Is this Jesus - whose birth we are celebrating - the one who can save us - the one can fix our brokenness - or do we need to keep looking?  Our life - the church - our expectations - the world - its in this deep groove and unless someone gently nudges us - we’re stuck in the same old, same old.

John the Baptist - earlier in the Gospel pointed to Jesus and said, “Look, the Lamb of God who takes away the sin of the world!”  Now he asks, “Was I wrong?  Are you the one I've been waiting for?  Do I need to look elsewhere?”  It is John’s humanity - his willingness to question - that endears him to me.  This is not a crisis of faith - it’s honesty at the deepest level.  John bares his soul for God and us to see.  He needs a gentle nudge to get out of the deep groove so he can see God’s plan.

I can’t think of a single time in my life where I used the word, “repent” in a conversation.  When I was a Baptist - it’s possible I said to someone, “have you repented of your sin?”  But the word “REPENT” - is a deep grove most people try to avoid.  That preacher at Metro State who pointed at students and yelled, “REPENT!” - I’m pretty sure those kids heard, “stop being bad and start being good because God has a “naughty and nice list” and you don’t want to tick Him off because then He won’t give you any Christmas presents."  That is just totally upside down no matter how you look at it.

Pointing your finger,  yelling at people, bullying them with threats, twisting their souls - that doesn’t change a heart.  It can get someone to stop doing something out of fear.  Yelling and guilt are very effective for short term change - like when the kids are misbehaving so you threaten to take away their dessert.  But real change - the kind that allows you to leave the past behind so no one needs to point at you or yell “REPENT” anymore - that happens in a totally different way.  

God is in the change business.  More than anything He wants to change your heart and your mind so you think about things and see things - especially see Him - differently.  That kind of change isn’t going to happen by pointy fingers or yelling.

Repentance is not about you becoming a better person by giving up all the bad things you do or think or say.  I know we tend to think that way - it’s a deep groove - but real repentance is something very different - so much so more than one Reformation took place over it.  It’s about change happening from the inside out.

I am old enough that much of my life is deeply grooved.  It’s the same thing day after day.  So much so that if anyone says, “I know this guy who drinks Iced Tea by the gallon, likes country music and wears cowboy boots...”  the other person says, “I know Mitch.”  Whether it’s the way I talk or walk or what I eat or how I drive or the music I listen to or the books I read - my grooves are so well worn I’m predictable.  Which either brings great comfort - because your groove and my groove are similar - or it brings great discomfort because our grooves are so different that you daily pray that God will change me so I don’t annoy you as much.

Back to John the Baptizer.  “Are you the Jesus I’ve been waiting for - or should I look for another?”  And I think he asked the question because the world was the same world it was before he baptized Jesus - and the people coming to the Jordan River were the same people after their baptism as they were before their baptism.  And this bothered John.  Shouldn’t they be different?  Shouldn’t they have changed?

Lets get personal for a second.  You know all your family members?  Be honest - are there one or two you have been asking God to change certain parts of their life so they weren’t so annoying?  How about your boss or your employees.  Ever asked God to change them so they’re easier to get along with?  How about your kids?  “Dear God - I put so much time into them - why aren’t they what I wanted them to be?”
 
True story - a number of years ago there was a baptism.  The grandparents were coming to visit.  The parents, who hadn’t been to church since they were confirmed, called the church and said, “can we get our kid done this Sunday?”  We explained a few things - and that Sunday this cute little baby - who was about 7 months old - got baptized.  Pictures were taken - the grandparents were thrilled.  A few weeks went by.  The mom called.  She was not happy.  They had gone to all this trouble - given up a Sunday morning - got their kid done - and he was still crying and not always doing what they told him to do. "Why baptize your kid if they aren’t going to change?”  I thought about telling her to point her finger at her son and say REPENT - but she probably would have and that wouldn't have worked either.

For most of us - we know the deep grooves of our life.  The things that keep repeating over and over again.  And in our most honest moments - we know we need to REPENT.  And maybe we’ve even prayed to God - - but nothing seems to have changed.

With John it might cause us to ask Jesus - “are you who I’ve been waiting for - or should I look for someone else? I need someone who can fix me - and I really want it right now!”

How perfect do you think you need to be to get into heaven?  How good do you have to be for God to love you?  Where’s the tipping point?  How far up on the “naughty and nice list” do you have to be before God gives you a Christmas present?  How many right things do you have to believe?  How many right things do you have to do?  How repentant is repentant enough?

The homeless guy I told you about.  You need to know his parents bought him a one way ticket to Hawaii because they gave up.  If you’ve ever worked with a meth addict - you know they will promise you the moon - and then steal your wallet to get another fix.  I’ve yelled at him a couple of times - once when he was drinking isopropyl alcohol out of the First Aid kit - and another time when he was stealing our CFL bulbs to use as crack pipes.  But I know yelling at him doesn’t work.  I also know being nice doesn’t work either.  I guarantee the table cloth he took was left behind after that night.  But even though I can’t reach him - I know God can - and maybe that’s why he’s still alive after all the things he’s done to himself and others.  His life is an Advent of waiting for the One thing that can save him from himself.   
The call to repent – the call to change isn’t a threat – or even a “thou shalt” – it’s an invitation. It’s God saying - I know who you are - I know what you’ve done and left undone.  I know your failures and your successes.  I know everything about you - and in spite of all it - you are still getting a Christmas present.  In fact - it’s because you’re on the naughty list that you are getting a Christmas present.  And what you are getting is the one Thing you really need.

Repentance happens when God gives us a little nudge to get us out of those deep grooves we’ve gotten ourselves into.  And God nudges us - not so we become perfect or even practically perfect and thus deserve to get saved - but so we begin to understand and embrace His Christmas gift of grace and mercy through His Son, Jesus.  His gift comes before we get saved - not after.  And it doesn’t fix us - it leads us closer to Him. 
This is the kind of Repentance I can really get behind.  That other kind - the “I’ve got to be this or that or stop doing this or start doing that more” is just plain exhausting.  And I don’t need to be more exhausted than I already am.

John the Baptizer was looking for change - and God is a God of change - but John was looking for it in the wrong place.  He thought it would start on the outside and make its way inside.  But God always starts in the heart and then works His way to the mind and then the body.  God always changes your heart before you change your shirt, your language or your life.

And we can get sober, get counseling, stop eating too much, start exercising, take anger management classes, stop spending so much money, start going to church more often - but that doesn’t mean our life is turned around.  It takes time - because even if we stop doing, thinking and being the stuff that is bad for us - we still need to learn to think differently about ourselves, about one another and especially about God.

During the Advent season, when we ask Jesus, “are you the one - or should we look for someone else?”  Jesus is going to reply:  “What were you looking for?  The blind see, the lame walk, lepers are healed, the deaf hear, the dead are raised.”  And we start to get excited - because that is exactly what we were hoping to hear.  But then He adds, “and the poor are told the Good News.”

And that’s when we realize a truth that is beyond anything we expected.  It turns out there is more to this life than looking good and feeling good and everyone thinking we have our act together.  For those of us who are still struggling - who can’t seem to do everything people want us to do - be everything people want us to be - there is still hope.  Jesus is at work inside us.  He’s changing us.  It may not be easily seen - but we are changing - from the inside out.  And as we are drawn closer and closer to Him - we begin to realize the gift of Christmas is exactly what we needed - a Savior who won’t give up on us - who doesn’t stand and point fingers and yell at us - who understands change doesn’t come easy.  And this Savior loves us in spite of who we are because He knows who we will become in Him - even if it takes a whole lifetime.

“Anyone who is not offended because of Me is blessed,” Jesus said.  Teach us, Jesus, not to be offended.  Teach us, Jesus, to look beyond the exterior of others and ourselves.  Teach us to trust in You and Your power to change us from the inside out no matter how long it takes - in the Name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit.  Amen.  
