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Malachi 3:1-5

Luke 3:1-18
You know, John’s father predicted this would happen. Before his son was even born, Zechariah called it. 
“And you, child, will be called the prophet of the Most high; 
for you will go before the Lord to prepare his ways, 
to give knowledge of salvation to his people 
by the forgiveness of their sins.” 
It’s called “Zechariah’s song” (and we’ll be singing it ourselves in just a little while). 

Of course, it might have had something to do with the way Zechariah learned he would have a son in the first place. The normal way is that the wife comes to the husband and says, “I have something to tell you,” or “guess what,” or even, “you’re not going to believe this, but…” Not so for Zechariah. In his case, the Angel Gabriel came to give him the news before it even happened. “Your wife Elizabeth will bear you a son, and you will name him John.” Now, even for someone who believed in angels, this was hard to believe. He and Elizabeth were old, well past the age of having children, and even though they had always wanted a child, it had never happened for them. 
So you can understand that Zechariah was a little incredulous. Even for this faithful man, it was a stretch. Unfortunately, the Angel Gabriel was not pleased with his skepticism, and struck him dumb until the baby was born and it was time to name him. 
Even that was strange, the naming. Everyone expected them to name the baby after his father, Zechariah, but Elizabeth insisted on naming him John. Eyebrows raised, they said, “but none of your relatives has this name.” So turned to Zechariah, as if to say, aren’t you going to put a stop to this? But he took a writing tablet and wrote clearly, “His name is John.” The Angel Gabriel must have been looking in on all this, because suddenly Zechariah got his voice back and could speak as if nothing had ever happened. 
And that was the beginning of this strange journey of the great prophet John the Baptist.  

It’s a different kind of ‘greatness’ than most people would want for their children. If parents have aspirations for their kids, they’re more likely to wish they would grow up to be a doctor or business leader or even a politician. When my niece was born, my sister and her husband struggled with what to name their daughter. Her last name would be “Shustitkzy,” and you have to work hard to put something in front of that. It’s not like the babies we’re baptizing today, with last names like “Orten” and “Schmidt.” Chris and John joked that what they did was put the word “Senator” in front of every name they tried to see how it would sound. We said they should have used the word “Princess.” 
But John the Baptist’s greatness was a different thing altogether. 
As if to make this perfectly clear, Luke sets this up with his introduction to John’s ministry: 

In the fifteenth year of the reign of Emperor Tiberius,

When Pontius Pilate was governor of Judea

And Herod was tetrarch of Galilee,

And his brother Philip ruler of the regions of Ituraea and Trachonitis,

And Lysanias ruler of Abilene

During the high priesthood of Annas and Caiaphas, 



The word of God came to John son of Zechariah in the wilderness. 

He goes through all the great men of John’s day, from the Emperor to the chief priests – names them all – and then comes to John. John the son of Zechariah, with no other title but that. Not in a palace, not in a temple, not in a judgment hall, but in the wilderness. A nobody, nowhere, doing the most important work of God imaginable. 
We have such strange aspirations for our children, wanting them to be “great.” The pressure for success is enormous in this culture. To be the best in sports, in scholarship, even in service. To be at the top of the class, to get into the best schools, to have the most clubs and honors behind your name when the yearbook comes out. It’s a heavy load to carry for our young ones, this expectation of greatness. And it starts so early, this latent competition. Even if we don’t say it, they can feel it. They know. 

But what if we re-thought ‘greatness’? What if we took a page out of Zechariah’s book? What if we listened to what God wants and needs from our children? 

I just read a blog-post this week from Bruce Rey Chow, who is the Moderator of the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.). He has young kids, and he wrote about his aspirations for his own children. This is what he tells them: 

“No honey, you can't be anything you want to be when you grow up.”
This is what he writes: 
We have never told our children that they can be whatever they want to be when they grow up, but rather that they should seek to become who God intends them to be.
Now before you send [Child Protective Services] …for a visit, please know that this doesn't mean that we believe that they should limit their dreams and aspirations or give into obstacles and injustices that may come their way in life. We certainly want our three daughters to be challenged, nurtured and loved so that they will grow in body, mind and spirit.
With that said, as we parent them through the chaos and complexities of life, we must be nuanced and faithful in our hopes for them. There is nothing more American than to believe our destiny is ours to determine and that regardless of anything else, we should be able to get what we want. We perpetrate this myth that with hard work, mental determination and a little luck we can do anything, achieve any height and conquer the world. But let’s really think about that notion; just as our material wants and needs don't often align, so it is with what we are to be when we all grow up. After all, what if what we want to do or be is not what we should be doing or who we should become?
Now here is where my own spirituality comes into play. I don't believe that the world, our talents or our very life are actually ours to leverage for personal gain and achievement. Instead, I believe that all that we have in material, physical and fiscal wealth are gifts from God that we have been given a brief time to care for. What we do with these things is important. How we listen for God's guidance is important. How we care for the gifts and talents that God has given is important. 
When we frame our children's journeys with this in mind we give them and ourselves permission to figure out what we should all be doing with our limited time and energy, rather than heaving this pressure upon them to not only do everything, but to excel at everything. When we challenge them to discover their particular journey, we free our children to be more thoughtful about where God's movement is in their lives. And when we honor that discipline we allow them to develop the skills of seeking counsel from their communities, risking without fear of failure and gain the practice of making decisions in light of all of these things. 
We teach them to listen to and for God and act on what they discover. And, to tell you the truth, if listening for and responding to God's guidance is the only thing that I can pass along in this world that wants them to listen to so many other things, we will have done our job.

Few if any of us will hear the voice of God the way Zechariah did; and few if any of our children will grow up to be the kind of prophetic firebrand that John was. But Bruce is absolutely right: helping them listen for and respond to God’s voice is the most important gift we can give our children, or each other.  
You know, that’s exactly what John the Baptist was trying to help people do. Out there in the wilderness, preaching repentance, that’s exactly what John was doing. And the people listened. They were starving for it. 
“What should we do?” they begged to know. “How should we live?”


John didn’t tell them what to do with their lives – but he did tell them how to live. Share what you have with those who don’t have enough. Take no more than you need. Practice justice. This is how to save your own skin: look out for the needs of others. This is how to be great in God’s world: don’t try to accumulate more for yourself, but live as if your wealth is not your own, but God’s. This is true greatness: love and justice and basic human kindness.

A long time ago, I heard this prayer said at a child’s baptism: 
I pray that in my desire to protect you I do not teach you to fear what is around you. 
I pray that in my desire to ease your way that I do not remove the challenges from which you will grow. 

I pray that in my desire to guide you by my own dreams for you that I do not overlook or misunderstand your own dreams for yourself, or God’s dreams for you. 
I pray that in my desire for you to know your own strength that you also learn through weakness to feel the need of God. 

Whether we have children, or are children, or are simply children of God, John the Baptist’s message is for us: turn from the ways of this world, and turn to the way of God, that we might be prepared for the Savior we need; that we might even know we need a Savior; that we might know God, and love him, and follow him all the days of this precious life. 

Amen. 
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