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I've just returned from three days walking in the snowy mountains with some people from
Benedictus (including Sarah and Neil, and Kelli) and the Uniting Church in Jindabyne. We’ve been
piloting a Contemplative Walk. As we arrived, on the first day of summer, it began to snow. It was
magical. We woke the next morning to a sparkling snow covered landscape and clear blue sky. We
began walking on snowy icy paths. My shoes were not up to the task, and | began slipping and
sliding. It was quite scary. | fell over twice. It took all my effort to keep going. | felt vulnerable and
sad. Sarah and Jenn helped, and steadied me. | am very grateful to them, but | found myself with a
new mantra for the time of the walk ‘Il can do this, | can do this, | can do this, step by step by step’
repeated over and over.. and again on the last day before lunch, after little sleep and sore knees,
walking downhill, down, down. ‘I can do this, | can do this, | can do this, step by step by step’. The
walk was a mental and spiritual thing as much as a physical experience, and a time of wonder.
When | shared the title for this reflection, ‘One small step’, with those on the walk it seemed

prescient.

In the gospel, we’ve just heard another apocalyptic tirade. Enter John, the forerunner of Jesus, in
the desert wilderness, challenging his audience. ‘Repent! Prepare the way of God!" “‘Who warned

you to be here?’ And we wonder, does this speak to us in any way?

It is the second weekend in Advent, just over two weeks to go til Christmas. Advent Season is
about waiting, waiting for a second coming, waiting for Christmas, and here in Australia, waiting
for Summer holidays. It’s also apparently about the repentance John speaks of, repentance, which
is about turning around, starting again, a change of heart, step by step by step. But it’s more than
an early New Year’s resolution. This waiting is not about doing nothing. It’s about preparing,
getting ready, getting ready for a diagnosis, for a change of situation, for life as we desire it, as God

intends.

Today we are in the wilderness again like at the beginning of Lent. Wilderness, like the Snowy
Mountains is the place where we face ourselves, face limits. It’s no coincidence that Jesus began

his ministry in the wilderness in the desert. It’s no coincidence that we have gone there at this time



of year. We come to Matthew's gospel hearing John the Baptist calling for repentance. Not a
popular word these days really, repentance, turning around, starting again. John invites people to
let go of stuff that gets in the way of life, stuff that gets in the way of relationship with God and
he’s not afraid to challenge those in authority. This relative of Jesus is a stark presence, yet he
somehow lays the ground work for Jesus’ ministry and promises dire consequences if we don’t
turn towards God’s way of love and justice and peace, a way that has been proclaimed for

millennia in the Jewish tradition, step by step.

It’s about making choices in how we live. It’s also about dreams.. turning towards how we would

like to be and how we would like the world to become.

A brother once sorrowfully asked Sisoes the Great: "Father, what can | do? | have fallen into sin."
The Staretz answered him: "Rise again." The brother said: "l rose up and fell." The Staretz
answered: "Rise again." The brother answered: "How often must | fall and rise up?" The Staretz
said: "Until your death."!

Yes, | get that, “Rise again”, that’s how you get there.

Many at this time of year are tired, exhausted even, struggling to make it. Brother Roger from Taizé
urges us to ask the help of Holy Spirit, wait patiently, expectantly, lovingly, longingly.
‘See yourself as the parched ground looking upwards waiting patiently for the

rain to fall. You can only wait,’ he says.2

The prophet calls us home through this desert, this wilderness — that is the
starting point. The prophet calls us back to the centre, which is God — to the
feed trough and the vulnerable child -

calls us to the centre;

the ground of our being —

who journeys with us in this wilderness.

Alessandro Pronzato asserts,

The desert is a good teacher. It is a place where we do not die of thirst. It is a place where we
rediscover the roots of our existence. Once we grasp this lesson, we realise that the physical desert
is not necessary to lead the life of a hermit. It then becomes pointless to go in search of a desert on
the globe. You can find your desert in a corner of your house, on a motorway, in a square, in a
crowded street. But you must first renounce the slavery of illusions, refuse the blackmail of

pressure, resist the glitter of appearances, repudiate the domination of activity, reject the

1 |gnatius Byranchaninov 1807-1867
Ordinary Graces https://melissabanesevier.wordpress.com/2013/12/06/the-spirituality-of-advent-ii/

2in Lost in Wonder, p.22


https://melissabanesevier.wordpress.com/2013/12/06/the-spirituality-of-advent-ii/

dictatorship of hypocrisy. Then the desert becomes a place where you do not go out to see the sand

blowing in the wind but the Spirit waiting to make a dwelling within you.3

Spirit waits to make a home in you.

What are your dreams? Your hopes? What are your dreams personally, for this community, for
your country?
And what is one thing, one small step, one turning around that you could make to walk towards

these dreams for which you wait, to move towards light and life?

| think first, it’s about taking stock looking at our personal lives, going inside, going deep and
discerning our desires, what do we want? What are we waiting for? And then the second step,
what are we going to do about it? Pray, yes, but what action? Which one step can we take, one
small action for ourselves, for this community of Benedictus, for our world? Waiting for the birth of
a child we physically care for the body by making a space. One prepares for death by choosing to

live each day to the full and creating space to release to let go.

What are you waiting for? And what is your hope, your desire?

Maybe this last few weeks before Christmas you could take one small step towards your dream?
For me it is about opening in the midst of the fullness, taking a breath, meditating, smelling the
flowers, exploring, learning, walking and resting, and so | went to India and | went to the

mountains. | walk. | pray. | listen. | learn.

What are you waiting for? For what do you hope? You can’t rush it’s arrival. Like a butterfly
emerging from the chrysalis whose wings need time to dry, you need to wait sometimes, but
waiting doesn’t mean doing nothing, waiting means getting ready, preparing.

Jesus is already here within us, between us, inviting, encouraging, challenging, and we find him in

those around us, in our experiences, in people, in the natural world.

A spirit -filled Aboriginal Woman from Daly River, Miriam Rose Ungunmerr-Baumann also speaks
from the wilderness. She says:4
Our Aboriginal culture has taught us to be still and to wait. We do not try to hurry things
up. We let them follow their natural course - like the seasons. We watch the moon in
each of its phases. We wait for the rain to fill our rivers and water the thirsty earth...
When twilight comes, we prepare for the night. At dawn we rise with the sun.

We watch the bush foods and wait for them to ripen before we gather them. We wait for

3 -Alessandro Pronzato Meditations on the Sand
quoted from The Desert: An Anthology for Lent found at https://melissabanesevier.wordpress.com/2013/12/06/the-
spirituality-of-advent-ii/

4 http://www.dadirri.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2015/03/Dadirri-Inner-Deep-Listening-M-R-Ungunmerr-Bauman-
Refl1.pdf
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our young people as they grow, stage by stage, through their initiation ceremonies.
When a relation dies, we wait a long time with the sorrow. We own our grief and allow it
to heal slowly.

We wait for the right time for our ceremonies and our meetings. The right people must
be present. Everything must be done in the proper way. Careful preparations must be
made. We don't mind waiting, because we want things to be done with care. Sometimes
many hours will be spent on painting the body before an important ceremony.

We don't like to hurry. There is nothing more important than what we are attending to.
There is nothing more urgent that we must hurry away for.

We wait on God, too. [God’s] time is the right time. We wait for [God] to make [God’s] Word
clear to us.

We don't worry. We know that in time and in the spirit of dadirri (that deep listening

and quiet stillness) [God’s] way will be clear.

We are River people. We cannot hurry the river. We have to move with its current and

understand its ways, she says.

And | muse,

Step by step by step, with God’s grace, we can do this.



