On this Second Sunday of Advent, we hear from John the Baptist, the Forerunner, the one who was sent to 

“Prepare the way of the Lord.”  

John the Baptist was the original “wild and crazy guy” long before Steve Martin developed his famous comedy routine.
Every time I read the Gospel stories about John the Baptist, I’m surprised that he had any followers at all, let alone hoards of people coming from “Jerusalem, Judea, and all the region along the Jordan.” He violated everything I learned about Pastoral Care and Preaching in seminary. Not to mention that he was a terrible dresser. - he can’t possibly have made a good first impression. Camel’s hair had to smell terrible. Eating Locusts and wild honey, clothed camel’s hair?  Wouldn’t John have seemed more insane than holy? 
To top it off, he had no pastoral skills – who is his right mind would call his congregation a brood of vipers – predatory poisonous snakes just trying to save themselves? 
And yet, something kept luring people out into the desert – both to listen to this wild and crazy guy’s ranting sermons and to be baptized him, as well. 
John sneers at those who take their righteousness for granted, at those who presume that they are saved. In the Gospel of Matthew, which just two chapters before began with a genealogy that emphasized Jesus’ direct descent from Abraham, John proclaims that being “children of Abraham” means nothing if those in his congregation are not “bearing fruit worthy of repentance” and sincerely turning toward God. John rails at them, “God is able from these stones to raise up children to Abraham.” 
I think what attracted people to John the Baptist was his wildness, his boldness, his willingness to speak his mind and proclaim exactly what he believed God wanted him to proclaim.
Unlike most of us contemporary preachers, John the Baptist didn’t hold back, he didn’t try to be nice, and he certainly didn’t worry about what others thought of him. He was a straight shooter, plowing a straight path for the coming of Jesus, the Messiah. 
According to one commentator: The abrupt appearance of John in Matthew’s Gospel is a matter of theological design, not literary clumsiness. The action of God in history is often sudden, unexpected, and, to our eyes, even intrusive. The will of God cannot be equated with group progress, human growth, or social development, arising naturally out of the human possibility. God’s will does not always work gently, climbing quietly like ivy up the lattice of history. Sometimes an Elijah appears, a nation repents, a Berlin Wall is dismantled, a Martin Luther King, Jr., strides across the landscape. God’s will shatters the mold, violates the categories, breaks in on the world as a jarring surprise. 

So the doors of Matthew’s Gospel suddenly swing open, and there stands John in the wilderness of Judea, looking for all the world like Elijah of old. It’s a shock to see him. Who could have guessed it? His surprising appearance is, itself, a claim that God’s ways with the world are often strange, unforeseen, and unpredictable. Here at the beginning of Jesus’ ministry, John the Baptist is a “call to worship” in the flesh—not a benign and cheery “Good morning,” but a real call to worship that shakes the cobwebs off the pews: “Repent, for the kingdom of heaven has come near.”
How do we shake the cobwebs off the pews, off of our hearts? How do we bear fruit worthy of repentance? Can we possibly be as wild, brave, and bold as John the Baptist?

I think that we can, we have, and we will continue to do wild and crazy things here at St. John’s. They may not come up to the standards of John the Baptist, but are worth noting and celebrating. 

For many years, a handful of people kept St. John’s going, which must have seemed like a pretty crazy thing to do sometimes. 
Six and a half years ago, the small congregation did something brave and bold – they called me – a young, green priest – to be their rector. 
In the past few years, as we have grown, most of you have been attracted by something – perhaps our wild and crazy side? – to join the St. John’s congregation in the adventure of rebuilding a congregation and engaging in brave new ministries for Tower Grove and the wider world. 

Even when it seemed impossible and crazy, we kept going until the Peace Meal Project came to fruition. Now we serve 50 guests a week, 70 the Saturday before Thanksgiving. Many times I thought that it was crazy that we could possibly get this ministry going. We’re too small, too poor. Yet, now we have a broader footprint in ministry than congregations two or three times our size.
Despite financial uncertainties in our individual lives and our life as a congregation, we took out a White Fund Loan this year to boldly invest in our children – the classrooms under construction will house our new Godly Play Sunday School and provide safe Nursery space for our youngest members. We took a big risk for the sake of building up the Kingdom of God. 
We all have the opportunity to be a little bit wild and crazy today, as we turn in our pledge cards for the 2011 budget. As Judith reminded us a few weeks ago, we must each take risks, dig deep, and stretch ourselves out of our own financial comfort zones, if we want to expand our common ministries in Tower Grove and the wider world. In these uncertain times, that may seem crazy, but it is what we are called to do. 
Many times, when I think about financial matters in my household and especially here at St. John’s, when I ponder, How are we ever going to fix the bell tower or pay for a new program?, I get very anxious. Feeling anxious is the opposite of feeling wild and crazy. 

When I remember how many brave and bold risks we have taken as a congregation, how many ways we have already stretched ourselves for the sake of God’s Kingdom, I get excited – I do start to feel brave and bold, and even wild and crazy. I look outward, thanking God for all of the blessings we have, rather than looking inward and dwelling on what we don’t have. 

So, let’s take some cues from wild and crazy John the Baptist. Let’s continue to take risks, make brave and bold decisions, and engage in wild and crazy ministries.  Let’s start today as we turn in our pledge cards – let’s each stretch ourselves beyond our comfort zones, take a walk on the wild side. 

If we want people to flock to our community, like folks flocked to hear John the Baptist preach, we’re going to need to continue to be wild and crazy. If we want folks to ask, What is going on over there at St. John’s? How can I be a part of it?, we need to be brave and bold. Not for our own sake, but for the sake of the Kingdom and the glory of God. 
In this Advent season, we don’t necessarily have to wear camel’s hair or eat locusts and wild honey, but we are called to bear fruits of repentance and we are called to proclaim the coming of the Kingdom of God. We are called, as John the Baptist was called, to get wild and crazy, to the glory of God. 
Let us pray: 

Almighty 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 his teaching 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.
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