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Today I invite you to accompany me on a guided imagery journey as I begin to preach.  Close your eyes if you like and come with me to Thanksgiving evening at 9:30 PM.  The dinner guests have left but the couple that is staying for the weekend is still in residence.  Picture them as overly stuffed and drinking from cans of Coke while they struggle to settle their bulging stomachs.  They are all but sliding off the couch while I am in my usual spot in the glider in the corner.  The guests have expressed a desire to see Lady Gaga’s Thanksgiving Special, which means that the dishes that haven’t made it into the dishwasher are soaking in the sink.  My thoughts are of the great turkey feast and wonderful friends.  The last thing I want to watch is Lady Gaga at the end of a perfect day.  How many of you of a certain mature age have felt the same way about some pop stars?  Do you know who Lady Gaga is?

You may open your eyes now to my original assessment of Lady Gaga that was based upon photos in the media.  What I saw was a scantily clad underwear model for Madonna.  Perhaps she could even be described as a modern version of Cher with her flamboyant taste in fashions.  Did I ever bother to listen to her sing or speak?  Of course not!  I just knew that anyone who dressed like that couldn’t have a thing to offer clergy or an elementary school teacher of 31 and a half years or a mother of 4 children and grandmother of 4 girls.  Yes, I was THE authority on an entertainer about whom I knew nothing except that she was the godmother for Elton John’s new baby.  I sat down with all of my prejudices securely wrapped around my knowledgeable self and prepared to endure the show for the sake of my younger guests.

Imagine my surprise when Lady Gaga opened her mouth to sing.  My goodness!  She has talent and composes her own songs.  When the lyrics had the words “God” and “pray” in them I was stunned.  She had respect for the Lord and was actually preaching through her songs.  If you missed the show then you missed that it was held at Sacred Heart School, a Catholic school in New York where Lady Gaga dared to be different as a student.  The stage set was a sit-down feast of Lady Gaga’s friends.  The final kicker was when a loving nun who had taught Lady Gaga during her developing years came on the set.  The love and tone of Lady Gaga as she greeted her mentor of not so long ago and rose to meet her was worthy of tears.  The message of acceptance for individual differences and anti-bullying was unmistakable.  What Lady Gaga did and said in that special was capable of saving the lives of youths who are isolated and miserable as victims of their peers.  There have been too many reports of children who have been hounded and bullied to death.  May this quirky, fashion-conscious entertainer continue in her outreach to all who dare to be different from commonly established norms.  It is impressive and I publicly apologize for any previous misconceptions that I made due to my own preconceived prejudices about people who look “strange.”

What does this have to do with today’s Gospel?  Everything!  The scripture says “Now John was clothed with camel’s hair, with a leather belt around his waist, and he ate locusts and wild honey.”  Since the Bible rarely describes what the people were wearing this description indicates that John the Baptizer’s attire and diet were unusual for his time.  Art depicting Jesus and his disciples does not portray them dressed like John.  Jesus’ cousin was dressed counter culturally as an odd duck, just like Lady Gaga.  There were probably narrow-minded people just like me who prejudged and bad mouthed him.   On the flip side there were many others who gathered in hordes on the banks of the River Jordan just to listen to him and to be baptized by him.  He was the leader of a large group just as our young entertainer is.  Both of these characters with their own flair for dress are very unusual in what they are doing, saying and how they appear.

What did John want?  John wanted everyone to prepare for “”The one who is more powerful than I is coming after me.”  He goes on to say with great humility,  “I am not worthy to stoop down and untie the thong of his sandals.”  How powerful this proclamation is!  John did not believe his own press as we say today.  His ministry was not about him and he wanted all to know it.  One who was greater was coming and the Gospel of Mark says that this passage is only the beginning of the story or “the good news” which is the meaning of the word Gospel.  John wanted the people to watch for the long foretold and anticipated Messiah.  As last week’s scripture said he wanted people to “keep awake” and be alert because he knew that Jesus was already near.  John and Jesus were about 6 months apart in age.

John even mentions that the type of baptism that he has been doing with water and for repentance does not have the same significance as the one Jesus will do.  His baptism is only in preparation for the coming of God’s Son to dwell among us.  While both John and Jesus baptize with water, Jesus will baptize in the Holy Spirit and for forgiveness of sins.  Only Jesus can do that until he commissions his disciples to do the same.  This is the basis of our ordination practices now.  Clergy are in Apostolic succession by the laying-on-of-hands since the time of Jesus.  We were also baptized into the family of Christ when clergy baptized us.  We were then sealed with the oil of chrismation that has been consecrated by a bishop.  The words say that we are “sealed by the Holy Spirit and marked as Christ’s own for ever.”  How beautiful that is and what a promise!  It means that we become entitled to Eternal Life when we are baptized.  It’s part of The Good News of Jesus Christ.

Let us continue our spiritual pilgrimage through Advent as we prepare to gaze with awe upon the humble manger where a newborn infant was so gently laid more than 2000 years ago.  Such a strange beginning for a king of glory, the long awaited Messiah and Son of God!  Many missed the significance of his arrival because they were looking for their preconceived notion of how such an important person should appear and act when he was among us.  Let us keep awake and be vigilant as unusual or strange things or people appear around us.  Let’s not close our eyes and ears to what just may be a sign or messenger from God.  Amen!
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