
ADVENT 2 Year A
	“In those days John the Baptist appeared in the wilderness of Judea, proclaiming, “Repent, for the kingdom of heaven has come near.”  St Matthew gives us the impression that John simply materialized in the desert.  He appeared “out of nowhere.”  We are not told how he got there.  We are just told he is there, and that is how we picture him--suddenly there--a disruptor with such impact that confronts us.  “Suddenly appearing” moves the mind to mystery.  His presence is not by chance.  Something is happening.  The hidden workings of history are at work.  A mystery is unfolding.
	The very place of John’s appearing is an opening into that mystery.  The desert is outside the confines of the village, far from the gates of civilization.  It’s the place where spiritual seekers go to confront inner demons, to strip off the false self, to purify the mind, to return to essentials.  I remember Lawrence of Arabia who said, “the desert is clean.”
	This purification climate of the desert is the stage for John’s activity.  An activity so central so central to him it becomes part of his name.  He baptizes people, washes of the sweat of living, returns them to freshness.  He pushes them beneath the water and pulls them out, ready and eager for what the new day brings.  John’s vocation reaches back to the prophet Hosea’s prediction: “I will lead her into the desert, and speak to her heart.”  John’s work is to lead the heart to the place where God will speak.
	This is called “metanoia,” repentance.  A double connotation of changing one’s mind, changing one’s behavior.  It’s the beginning for one to go beyond one’s way of thinking, and allow a new mindset to animate new actions.  Should one is engaged correctly, the journey lies open to the “kingdom of heaven.”  This reality--the kingdom of heaven--is at hand.  But only the repentant will see it and reach for it.


	John said, “I baptize you with water for repentance, but one who is more powerful than I is coming.”  John works with water.  Jesus works with fire for Spirit.  Both are needed, but one is greater.  The goal is always superior to the means to achieve it.  John is not Jesus, but the way to Jesus.  Repentance begins by entering the desert.  There, the heart is where the deepest contact with both God and the world is made. 
	The desert will lead us.  The one who lives in the desert will lead us there.  But be warned.  His tactics are rigorous.  They attack the heart hidden by self-deception.  We are skilled in not looking at these delusions.  But the voice crying in the wilderness is determined to make us look.  Repentance is the path.  Far from the maddening crowd, we enter into solitude, to do some inner work.  We are living a life we have not contemplated.  It may be a safe life, a well-respected life, a well-rewarded life, but it’s not our life.  This is the time to purify and simplify, to come back to what is essential.  To re-think where we have been, to re-think where we are going.  
	Heart action is not reactive behavior to the challenges of life.  Heart action does not presume that there is something special about us that God loves.  We are not exempt from the painful process of honest appraisal.  We deceive ourselves.  We identify with some aspect of “who we are” that we think will spare us.  Then we market the delusion to ourselves and to others.   St Francis says: “I am what I am and nothing more.”   The hard word of the heart insists that what God loves is this painful process.  For us dis-identifying with our self-righteousness, the open heart receives God’s life and brings it to the world. 
	The urge to repent expresses our desire to be real, to be conscious of our ultimate grounding in Jesus.  We continue to journey in the desert.  We sense the promise of the Kingdom in repentance, the promise to more beyond half-heartedness, the promise to be real, the promise that will lead us to our heart place with God therein.

