Our gospel reading this morning is going to come from Luke 3:1-6.  In this Scripture which we are about to read, we will see that Luke sets it in historical context.  Of the four gospels, Luke in the one with the greatest focus on placing events in historical context.  This is the third event of Luke’s gospel when he places an event during a specific historical moment.  The first time he does this is with the birth of John and the second time was the birth of Jesus.  

So when we read this passage, the first thing we will hear is Luke placing this event during the 15th year of the reign of Emperor Tiberius, when Pontius Pilot was governor and on and on about these other political rulers.  This is the way that the early writers would place an event.  It would be like placing an event today during the fourth year of President Obama, the second year of Governor Haley, when Sen. DeMint announced he was resigning from the Senate.  The Gregorian calendar we use today was created later, of course.  
History was important to Luke because he saw the telling of history as a way to convince people that the events he recorded really happened. An accurate history was Luke’s way of spreading the good news.
What is also unique about Luke’s record here is that he dates what appears to be an insignificant event within a period in which he describes some very powerful people.  Luke is saying that this pronouncement by John the Baptist which we will read should also be included alongside the very powerful government leaders of the day.
Also in this reading Luke records John the Baptist quoting words from Isaiah 40.  The Isaiah 40 passage that Luke quotes comes from the period of time when the Israelites have been taken away from the land and been put into slavery in a foreign land.  Isaiah 40 are words of hope and a new day that are announced by the Old Testament prophet when they hear that they will be returning to the land that they know as their home.
All four of the gospels tell us something about John the Baptist but each gospel reveals something different about him.  Seminary professor Alyce McKensie shares a unique way to understand how John is presented in each of the four gospels.  I share her poetic and descriptive words.

Dr. McKensie says that when she reads the gospels, she pictures herself sitting in a darkened theater, watching the action onstage or screen. John the Baptist appears on stage in all four gospels. In Matthew’s gospel, he has to wait in the wings until our main character, Jesus, has been introduced, cooling his heels through two long chapters of genealogy, birth, visit of the magi, escape to Egypt, massacre of the innocents and return from Egypt. 
When he does appear on stage in Matthew, it's more like he materializes into a 3D image out of nowhere, like a hologram. "In those days, John the Baptist appeared in the wilderness of Judea, proclaiming, 'Repent, for the kingdom of heaven has come near'"

In John's gospel the Baptist only has five verses to wait to make his entrance. When he does, his is pictured being lowered straight down from the theater's rafters—Cirque du Soleil-style—with a wire hooked to a harness on his back. "There was a man sent from God, whose name was John" 

For Mark the story of the good news of Jesus begins with the fulfillment of the prophecy of Isaiah that God is sending a harbinger, a voice crying out in the wilderness, to prepare humankind for Jesus' arrival. John only has four verses to wait in the wings while the narrator quotes from Isaiah. 


So let us now read about John the Baptist through the lens of the gospel writer Luke.
                                                                          Read Luke 3:1-6

There was a political cartoon in the Herald on Friday.  

(Cartoon contrasting media coverage to pregnancy of Kate Middleton and wise men following star to Bethlehem). 

I think Luke would appreciate that cartoon.  I think Luke would appreciate this cartoon because in the passage which we just read Luke uses 7 prominent and powerful men to date this event.  These 7 powerful men are held in contrast to the rather insignificant John and Jesus.  Tiberius, Pontius Pilot, Herod, Philip, Lysanias, Annas, Caiaphas.  Very powerful men in very powerful positions.  Very different social status than the names of Elizabeth, Zechariah, Mary, Joseph, John and Jesus.  

We tend to be attracted to the bright and beautiful, rich and powerful.  I certainly noticed the pregnancy of Kate Middleton this week and shared with others what I had learned about how she might have twins and how the royal line would be determined if she had a C-section.  The media attraction to this event proved tragic on Friday as the hospital employee that unknowingly allowed a radio station access to hospital information about Kate ended up taking her life due to the shame that she felt.
We find ourselves attracted to the glitzy and glamorous.  But glitzy and glamorous is not the story we have before us this morning.  In this story we have the voice of an outsider proclaiming something pretty miraculous.  The prophet John quotes the Old Testament prophet Isaiah about how his listeners are to prepare the way of the Lord.

I think this story has something important to teach us this Christmas about where we need to be looking for the manifestation of God.  On the one hand, we can look for the manifestation of God in the glitzy and glamorous places.  The pregnancy of a royal couple, the voices of a professional choir, the presents from the most expensive stores.  But I wonder if this story directs our attention to seek out a manifestation of God in the most unlikely of places.

Maybe we are looking in the wrong places to encounter God this December while we journey through Advent.  Maybe we need to be looking to the mundane and ordinary.  Maybe the presence of God is to be found this Advent and Christmas season in the store as you shop for your angel tree gift for a local child who would not receive a gift if it was not for you spending your time and energy.  
Maybe the presence of God is to be found this Advent and Christmas by gathering your friends or your family and going to an elderly neighbor to sing Christmas carols.  Maybe the presence of God is to be found this Advent and Christmas by handcrafting a gift that you give to someone that does not expect a gift from you this Christmas.  

Maybe the presence of God is to be found this Advent and Christmas when you spend a Saturday morning helping a neighbor in need in some way.  Maybe the presence of God is to be found in the actions of a New York City police officer who uses his own money to buy shoes for a homeless man who has none.  Or maybe the presence of God is to be found in the quiet moments that you still away from the rush of the season.  
And maybe, just maybe, the presence of God is to be found in worship at a church sitting on a hill in a rural setting of York County.  Maybe it is to found when those church members are led out into the community to use their heads, hands, and hearts to make a difference in the community around them.
Maybe the glitzy and glamorous and exciting places are not the places where we need to be seeking to encounter God.  Maybe God is to be found in the ordinary and mundane places in the world.  Maybe it is in those mundane and ordinary places where we are to prepare the way of the Lord.  AMEN.
++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++
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