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Who watches Survivor? You know, it’s one of those programmes that have athletic and beautiful young 
people doing crazy stunts and eating gross food.  It seems that John the Baptiser might just fit in with 
them, out in the desert eating locusts. And who reads Tempo? that insert in the Waikato Times that offers 
us new foods, old foods done with a twist, and good advice about which wine to have with what food. 
What wine would you serve with locusts and honey? 

What about being a voice in the wilderness? You know that at the moment you can’t move without hearing 
the radio, seeing the newspaper or TV, or the mountains of mailers coming through the letterbox all telling 
you to prepare for Christmas. We, in the church, with our Foodbank appeals and Christmas appeals, seem 
to be playing the part of that voice in the wilderness crying out that the preparation that’s really needed for 
the coming of Christ is a preparation that expands the limits of the heart instead of the credit card. Who 
wants to listen to that?  

Then there is the message which Christians have become associated with, you know, the party spoiler kind 
of message. “The kingdom of heaven has come near, so REPENT.” We’re not talking short term repentance 
here, not the one of kids being good for a couple of days before Santa comes, or the more subtle adult 
versions of the same. No, if you listen to John’s message you’ve got to bear fruit worthy of repentance. 
That’s a repentance that is seated in the denial of everything that’s good in life. Where’s the good news in 
that? 

But what does John actually say? “Repent, for the Kingdom of heaven has come near.” This is “repent” as in 
“don’t miss the boat. Don’t miss the opportunity of a lifetime. Don’t be left behind.” It is also “repent” as in 
“turn around”, “change direction”. Of course if you’re off on a sweet holiday somewhere nice and you have 
to turn around that may not be so attractive, but if your life is doing a hundred kilometres an hour down a 
dead end street, then turning around suddenly looks like a great idea.  

Between John the Baptiser and Jesus, the message is similar, though we often hear them differently because 
of the way they come across. John seems like an angry hellfire and brimstone man who you wouldn’t want 
at one of your Christmas parties. Jesus turning water into wine wins out over locust sandwiches any day. 
They really are two sides of the same coin – John the critique of the old, Jesus as the offer of the new. John 
telling us what to turn from. Jesus showing us what to turn to. Repentance doesn’t mean much unless there 
s something to turn to. It is when we get a vision of what is offered that turning our life around starts to 
look attractive. 

It’s not just that it looks attractive, it is when it starts to make sense too. As I talk with people, you, those in 
the workplace, around in the community, some of my conversations come around to where people’s lives 
are at, and why they may not be too happy with where they are. Often one of the biggest hurdles to doing 
something about it is that they’re unable to imagine how their lives could be different or how they could get 
there. 

An extreme example is the woman in a violent and abusive relationship. Everyone but her can see the best 
thing she could do is to leave her husband and start again. She can’t, because she has no picture in her mind 
of what her life could be like if she was free. Normal is what she is experiencing at the moment, and it is 
only when she gets that vision of something better to turn to that she can conceive turning her back on the 
present reality.  

For most of us, our lives aren’t characterised by violence and abuse, its more subtle than that. It’s feeling 
that we are not where we want to be. One of the problems for my generation, the generation of some of 



your children, is that many of the dreams of our youth seem to have come to nothing, but there don’t seem 
to be replacement dreams either. Even for those who have gained careers, the home, family, there is a 
restless sense that it hasn’t added up to anything of significance. Without a vision of something better to 
turn to, turning their backs of the present reality is inconceivable. 

This can applies to groups and communities as well. Many of the peace efforts in the world today depend 
on the people on both sides of the conflict seeing the possibility of something other than a world where 
there are winners and losers. Syria, the Sudan region, Afghanistan, Pakistan and Iraq. They all need an 
alternative vision like that of Isaiah 11:6 where “the wolf shall live with the lamb, the leopard shall lie down 
with the kid.” 

Does it fit us here at Scots too? Sometimes I think we have a sense of things not being quite what we would 
like them to be, but we’re not sure what we’d like them to be either. When we look at what might be 
happening around and within our community of faith it is not always easy to make sense of things. The 
challenge is to cast a vision for what is possible. 

We can look at how our suburb has changed, how society has changed, how the troubles facing us are the 
same as those facing most other churches, and that churches as we know them are dying. Perhaps one of the 
reasons for that is that what they, and we, do is not sufficient to inspire, equip and support people to rebel 
against the individualism, callousness, greed and crippling conformity of our society and to live a radically 
Christian alternative. It is not because the churches are not doing what they used to, it is because the 
pressures, stresses and dangers facing this generation are quite different from what we’ve experienced and 
our approaches are often designed for a simpler time. This generation very aware of those pressures, though 
they work frantically to block out the violence being done to our mental and spiritual health, our intimate 
relationships and even our ecosystems in which we live. A lot of people cannot envisage a significant 
alternative for their lives so they stay trapped. The way we do church in the main worked when we thought 
the wider dream was OK and all we had to do was help people be more righteous and loving. Now our 
challenge is to replace the dream with a Christian alternative and equip and support people to embrace it.  

So, where is the good news – is there any? Yes, there is and it starts with the one who is always coming and 
calling us to follow. For Christians the answers are in Christ, this baby born in a shed, this cosmic Christ – 
because it is he who opened up the way for freedom and life in each new era. It is Christ who will ensure 
the flame of faith is carried through the massive upheaval of this generation, and Christ who will be 
embodied in fresh and life-giving ways for this new era. If we are prepared to release our grip on the 
baggage of the previous era, we can be caught up in the winnowing wind of the Spirit that John spoke of. 

There are some signposts for us. To carry the faith on we need to be a people who commit ourselves to 
journey deeper into the life of God. In worship, in prayer and in expectant silence we yield ourselves to 
God’s design, where our brokenness is healed by the Spirit, and is restored into integrity and fullness of life 
and love. 

To carry the faith to this new generation we need to be a people who covenant to journey in solidarity with 
one another. People standing united in the grace of God can offer an alternative to the forces of 
competitiveness, selfishness and acquisitiveness. We must find and show news ways of simplicity, 
faithfulness and community, creating a community characterised by celebration, hope and by being 
Christlike in our personal lives and in our common life. 

This is still the path ahead of us, as we respond to the challenge of embracing the new possibilities that are 
opening up to us, doing so with courage and grace.  “Repent, for the Kingdom of heaven has come near.” 
As we look to the future with hope, we have the promise that, as we repent, turn our community of faith 
around, the Christ who is born anew in each new age, who gives us fresh visions of how to be God’s people, 
and how to bring God’s Shalom, will go with us always.


