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(Isaiah 40:1-11;  2 Peter 3:8-15a;  Mark 1:1-86)

Let’s admit it, many of us enjoy an occasional flutter! From placing a bet on the Grand National to buying premium bonds – or raffle tickets – we do seem to be attracted by long odds. On the other hand, we all know that the odds of winning the top prize in the National Lottery are very long indeed – over 45 million to one – which is why many of us don’t bother! By comparison, the Second Coming of Christ this year seems a nailed-on certainty with the odds reported to be just 1,000:1! 
So whilst bookmakers seem to be saying that Christ will return at some point in next 1,000 years, theologians are keeping themselves busy with the study of the ‘last things’ known as eschatology. The rest of us, meanwhile, are invited in this Advent season to prepare for ‘his coming again in glorious majesty’ – ‘to judge the living and the dead’ – whenever that may be.
And this Advent, current events are telling us that unless we act decisively to arrest climate change then the world simply won’t last another 1,000 years. The leisurely study of the last things will be replaced by apocalypse now and it will be we ourselves who bring the world to a premature end.
Fortunately, we have modern-day prophets, telling us that if we continue to burn fossil fuels in the way we have hitherto then the rise in global temperatures and sea-levels  will be catastrophic. And that is exactly the point: we can see that this cannot be allowed to happen and so action is being taken. Modelling is very much in vogue nowadays, as an ever-more sophisticated means of predicting climate-change, or the spread of a pandemic – or the weather.
Today, the second Sunday of Advent, we are thinking about the place of prophecy in the Christian story. We know that some Old Testament prophets did exactly as our modern-day prophets are doing: they highlighted a trajectory and called for change – rather than predict a specific outcome.

In our first reading today, we heard from the prophet Isaiah. He was speaking to a people – God’s people – who had been forced to live in exile in Babylon. His message was not one of trajectory but of hope; hope for a return to their home land, and to Jerusalem in particular. In the passage we heard, we were given the beautiful image of a highway being prepared through the desert – with ‘hills being made low and valleys lifted up’. This straight course would enable the people of God to walk home through the wilderness safely and joyfully, and the ‘glory of the Lord shall be revealed’. 
This poetic message of hope was consistent with the Jewish understanding that if God had acted in the past – bringing his people from slavery in Egypt to freedom in the promised land – then he would be sure to act again. And part of that hope for the Jewish people was in the coming of the Son of David – who like King David himself would establish a kingdom of peace and justice. 

Now in today’s gospel reading we heard how Mark sees John the Baptist’s arrival as a fulfilment of the prophecy of Isaiah. But did you notice that whilst our first reading referred to a voice crying: ‘In the wilderness, prepare the way of the Lord’, Mark refers to, ‘the voice of [one in the wilderness, crying out]: ‘Prepare the way of the Lord’’? It’s a subtle yet significant difference, representing a deeper understanding.
Prophecy then, like mathematical modelling, is becoming ever-more sophisticated – both the message and its interpretation. As we will hear again next week, John the Baptist was more than a prophet; he pointed beyond himself to the one who was to come after him, one who is more powerful still; one who would be ‘the hope of the nations’.
But the arrival of the long-expected Son of David – the Messiah – was indeed foretold in Old Testament prophecy and it is this that we acknowledge today. Of course, looking back we know that the coming of Jesus the Christ, the Messiah, the anointed one, the true light to the nations, far exceeded the hopes and expectations of his people. But with the benefit of that hindsight, as we interpret what the prophets had said we see elements of the nature of Christ’s coming and of his just and gentle rule; elements that even they would not have envisaged.
So if God acted in the past by sending us his long-promised Son to save us from the slavery of sin, and to proclaim the reality of his kingdom, then we can be sure he will act again in the fulness of time. In Advent we remind ourselves of the need to watch and wait for this fulfilment – and in the face of current events not to lose heart, or hope.
As we watch and wait, spending time trying to predict the precise probability or even the date of Christ’s second coming is, of course, futile! Instead, we are called to work with God in establishing peace and justice for the nations, for ‘all people’. That’s why seeking to understand the part we can play in securing climate justice is so important. 
And of course prophecy continues. The Church – that is, you and me – has a role to play in speaking out to shape world events. The place of the bishops (and others) in the House of Lords is often questioned, but being there gives them the opportunity at times perhaps to be ‘the voice of one crying out in the wilderness’. In the same way, we cannot underestimate the lobbying power of agencies such as Christian Aid, for whom we are raising funds this Advent.

I mentioned modelling earlier. Moving on from mathematical models to modelling in the sense of witnessing, if we model lives which are filled with God’s presence and God’s grace then we will show the world that God is truly living and active in the world. Our trust that God who acted in the past will do so again is not restricted to major events such as the first and second comings of Christ; it applies also to the smaller events in the everyday lives of you and me.

So let’s model a depth of faith in God’s grace, and let each of us take seriously our personal responsibility to invite others to experience that grace. If our experience of God is that he is living and active in our lives then this line I saw the other day on a church notice board may resonate with us: ‘God is Dad; Nietzsche is dead!’
May God, our living, loving heavenly Father, equip us by his Spirit to proclaim the coming of his Son, Jesus Christ. 
Amen.

