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SOMETHING IS ABOUT TO HAPPEN: PONDER
Mark 1:1-8; Isaiah 40:1-2, 9-11

A sermon preached at First Presbyterian Church by Carter Lester on

December 4, 2011 (Second Sunday of Advent)


“The beginning of the gospel of Jesus Christ, the Son of God.”  You could not ask for a more straightforward beginning to a gospel than the one Mark chooses.  But after that first verse, there are surprises.  Because Mark does not begin “the Word becoming flesh,” as John’s gospel does.  Nor does chapter 1 describe Joseph or Mary, as Matthew and Luke do.  Indeed, Mark does not even mention Jesus’ birth.  

No, Mark’s beginning of the gospel centers on one of the most unusual figures in all of the New Testament, “John the baptizer,” as Mark calls him.  John’s appearance is strange, even for his time.  He is wearing a tunic of camel’s hair and eats a diet of locusts and wild honey.  I am guessing that no one offered to trade lunches with him at school.  And the message he has to share is hardly a shining example of how to “win friends and influence people.”  John the baptizer is all about “repentance,” you see.  And yet, crowds flock to hear him, Mark tells us.

What is going on here?  And what does John the baptizer have to do with Christmas?  After all, we can go out to the malls this week and I think I can pretty much guarantee that amid the Santas, elves, and reindeer, there will not be a cute John the Baptizer figure.  And I am just about as sure that if I were to go to your house, I wouldn’t find any John the Baptizer ornaments on your trees.  I know that there isn’t one on our tree.  Why then does Mark begin his story of Jesus with John the baptizer?  And what are we to take away from this strange passage on this Sunday, just three weeks before Christmas?


To answer those questions, let us look more closely at the man and his message.


Consider the man.  John the baptizer was actually out of fashion for his times as well as ours.  Indeed, his outfit was very retro – it was something like the outfit the prophet Elijah could have worn centuries before.  Elijah was the “troubler of kings” described in Second Kings and it was thought that he would return to be “the advance man” for the Messiah.  John the baptizer is not the ghost of Elijah, but he does announces that something is about to happen: “The one who is more powerful than I is coming after me; I am not worthy to stoop down and untie the thong of his sandals.  I have baptized you with water, but he will baptize you with the Holy Spirit.”

Then there is the message – which is almost as jarring as his appearance – and not just because he cries out “Repent,” like someone we might see today with unkempt beard and hair on a city street corner.  Before John gets to the “r-word,” he refers to two passages from the Old Testament, two passages that seem very different.
One passage offers comfort.  John quotes from Isaiah 40, the passage that Don read earlier.  In Isaiah 40, the prophet announces to a people conquered in battle and sent into exile that something good and comforting is about to happen: God will gather the exiles in his arms, like a shepherd gathers the lambs in his arms, and take them home.
But the other passage is a passage of judgment.  John quotes from the third chapter of Malachi, the last book in the Old Testament.  There the messenger who prepares the way for the Lord is preparing for a day of judgment: “But who can endure the day of his coming, and who can stand when he appears?” Malachi 3 pronounces.

Comfort and judgment - why does John use these two contrasting prophecies to in anticipation of the public appearance of Jesus?  
Because the coming of the Messiah is reason for both rejoicing and concern, John wants us to know.  

Like many a joke begins, John has good news and he has bad news.  The good news is that God will deliver us from our enemies, as the prophet Isaiah declares.  The bad news is – to quote the comic strip, Pogo – “we have met the enemy and the enemy is us,” as the prophet Malachi warns.  The good news about the coming of the Messiah is that the world will be different and nothing will remain the same.  The bad news about the coming of the Messiah is that we cannot remain the same either.  
It is bad news because there is something in each of us that resists change.  Just as in our political debates, where voters are always happy to say how others should experience cutbacks or higher taxes so long as it does not affect them, so it is that in our everyday lives that we are always ready to say where others need to change, but often reluctant to face up to where we need to change.  But according to John – and the gospel of Mark, change begins with us.
This is why Mark begins his gospel of Jesus Christ with John the baptizer.  And this is why we take time in Advent to consider again the man and message we will never find on any Christmas greeting cards.  Because the coming of the Messiah gives us reason to reflect and ponder – about what the “r-word,” “repentance,” means for us.
A “Dennis the Menace” cartoon of a few years ago depicted Dennis in his all-too-familiar rocking chair in the corner location, complaining to his mother, “I’m sorry that I got caught.  Isn’t that enough?”

One suspects that the cartoonist is not only thinking about children.  Whether it is in news stories of corporate or government wrongdoing, or closer to home, in encounters between state police and speeding motorists, there are lots of people who express regret, but it seems to be more about being caught than it is about the underlying conduct.  Repentance is not just regretting being caught.   Indeed, repentance is more than saying we are sorry, even when we truly are sorry about the hurt we have caused others.

To repent is to turn, to change the direction we are going.  To repent is not just to say we are sorry; to repent is to change – our minds, our hearts, our will, and our conduct.
What John wants us to do is to ponder and reflect on our lives.  Are we headed in the right direction?  What separates us from God?  What get in the way of our friendship with Christ?  How well do we reflect God’s goodness, wisdom, and love – at home, at school or work, or with strangers we might encounter when we leave here?  If we could imagine having Jesus visit us for a day, what would we like to hide from him?

Repentance doesn’t just mean feeling sorry or guilty, although that may be the starting place that motivates us to change.  To repent is to change with God’s help – to shine a light on the dark corners of our lives and clean house, to tear down that which stands in the way of our relationship with God.
But we also need to remember that repentance is more about God than it is about us.  Too much self-examination can be a bad thing.  As St. Teresa of Avila wrote nearly five centuries ago, “it is a great grace of God to practice self-examination, but too much is as bad as too little.  Believe me, by God’s help we shall advance more by contemplating the Divinity than by keeping our eyes fixed on ourselves.”

To repent is to turn from a little world where we are at the center, whether we arrogantly consider ourselves superior to others or shamefully consider ourselves worse than others, to a much larger world where Christ is at the center. 
We can live in a self-absorbed world, where it is all about me, my concerns, my wishes, my problems, my faults.  I have a friend – not a member of this church (!) – who spends so much time and energy making sure he is not overlooked or underappreciated that he is often oblivious to the feelings and needs of others.  Even religion can be reduced to a smaller thing so that it becomes “a way to find fulfillment…for me, a way to discover meaning…for me.”

To repent is to be reoriented, to turn from that small world with self at the center to a much bigger world with Christ at the center.  To repent is to acknowledge that we fall short of the people we were created to be, the people we want to be, and we cannot fix it ourselves.  We need a Messiah, a Savior, a power beyond ourselves who will empower us to be what we cannot be on our own.  And, in this new bigger world, with Christ the sun at the center of the solar system rather than ourselves, we find ourselves looking at others differently.  As Marguerite Shuster writes, “sin shuts us up in the little universe that has self as the center; repentance opens us to a whole new freedom, first before God but then immediately to the whole creation, to all of those others who are no longer means to our ends but can be loved and appreciated for themselves.”

When our world is made bigger from a world where we are at the center, then we are able to look at relationships and not just see how others have disappointed us, but we are enabled to see how we may have disappointed others.  We are able to see others through Christ’s eyes so that we see not just the faults and failings that annoy us but also the gifts and strengths that we might otherwise overlook.

When we repent, we step away from our often well-intentioned lives of frantic activity that can distract us from God, and find our rest and center in God, through worship and stillness, listening and prayer.  As Henri Nouwen writes in the devotional resource that the Spiritual Formation Committee has made available for Advent, “discipleship does not mean to use God when we can no longer function ourselves.  On the country, it means to recognize that we can do nothing at all, but that God can do everything through us.”
Here in Mark 1, John comes bringing good news and bad news.  But even his bad news, that change begins not with others but with ourselves, turns out to be good news.  Perhaps this is why John is so popular here in Mark 1.  Because when we repent, when we turn from ourselves to God, we find that in Jesus Christ, God is always already turned to us.  Repentance is simply seeing that which we could not see before: it is like stepping out of a dark closet into the light.  It is finding that we do not have to make our way home, but like the shepherd in Isaiah 40, our good shepherd stands ready to scoop us up to carry us home.

Something is about to happen: Ponder and repent.  The question is not whether we will be home for Christmas.  The question is whether we will let the good news of Christmas’ coming take us home. 

� Michael Lindvall, The Christian Life: A Geography of God (Louisville: Geneva Press, 2001), 24.


� Marguerite Shuster, “On Getting Out of ‘here,” in Living Pulpit, “Repentance,” July-September 2004, 37.





