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Soli Deo Gloria


Mark’s gospel doesn’t begin with a genealogy or with angels in the sky at Jesus’ birth, nor with wise men from afar.  Mark starts with John the Baptist and Mark tells us this is, ‘the beginning of the Good News of Jesus Christ, the Son of God.’  John, who is preaching hellfire and damnation, doesn’t sound like good news to me.


Mark is considered to be the first of the 4 gospels, which word simple means, ‘good news.’  It was likely written some 30 to 40 years after the resurrection and after all of Paul’s many letters.  Mark is not a Jewish name and Mark was not one of the apostles so it is thought that this is the Mark that traveled with St. Paul, from whom he learned all of the story.  And since he spent so much time with Paul, that good Jew, Mark places the good news of Jesus in the context of the prophets.


John the Baptizer is a true prophet – the last of the OT prophets.  John comes in from the desert.  John is clear that he is a messenger, not the Messiah.  The desert is, of course, to a Jew, an immediate reference to the Exodus, where the Jewish people were formed.  John speaks of preparing the way, citing Isaiah, from whom we heard this morning.  


And, Lo!  John is even dressed in conformance with how Elijah was described:  camel’s hair and belt, eating locusts and honey – desert food.  Mark establishes for the Jewish readers of his word that John is Elijah himself, who has been expected for centuries to herald the coming of the Messiah.


John, the last prophet.  And what does he preach?  ‘Repent, for the kingdom of God is at hand!’  John states that all of Israel needs to repent, to be baptized and cleansed of their sins – all of Israel.  And Mark speaks figuratively when he states that ‘the whole Judean countryside and all of Jerusalem’ came down to be baptized.  This is simply symbolic language confirming that all of Israel needs to repent, for God is coming.


John is no namby-pamby preacher like me – you know what I always say:  God loves you, it’s going to be all right.  No, John says to us, ‘you’re a brood of vipers!  God has his axe ready to cut you down at the root and throw you in to unquenchable flames.’  Ouch!  This is not subtle theology, no gentle stories.  John just lays it on the line:  repent, or else.


To a Jew this is deeply symbolic.  The desert, as mentioned, is where God formed his people out of a band of former slaves.  They were tested, they grumbled and complained, God punished them, but – vitally – God never gave up on them, God always forgave them and saved them.  One may suffer in the desert, but one will be saved.


And John is at the Jordan River.  If you recall, Joshua led the 12 tribes out of the desert and into the promised land across the Jordan, which God backed up so they could enter on dry soil.  More symbols: Moses had led the Hebrews across the Red Sea on dry ground.  And here, baptism by John in the Jordan connotes a symbolic crossing into new life, a life in the promised land, a new life after repentance.  All of this would have been obvious to the good Jews who listened to John rant and rave about repentance, about changing our ways.


And so in Advent we hear about the final judgment, we hear from John about our need to repent.  These are heavy things, they provoke sober thoughts.  What does it mean to us, hear and now, to repent?


A preacher named Peter Miller gives us a challenging quote:  ‘The problem with preaching repentance is the problem of preaching about something that assumes a theonomous existence when we live under the … assumption of an autonomous existence.’  ‘Theonomous’ means, roughly, God-centered and autonomous of course means ‘self-centered.’  Let me repeat that…


Thus it is challenging to discuss repentance with people, like me, who are fundamentally self-centered. Repentance for us would mean to turn away from the self and live lives focused on God.  That is very, very hard.


John must know this, but this is the life that he has found out in the desert and he comes to preach this to the whole Jewish people:  repent, or else.


Now, of course, the Jews have a long history with this God John refers to.  They knew that ever since God gave them his Torah, his teachings, at Mt. Sinai, they – God’s chosen – had failed to live up to their side of the covenant.  If you read the Book of Judges and the Book of Kings, you are treated to the story of one painful tale after another of how they failed to be God’s people.  You are also treated to the wonderful fact that God endlessly forgives them and takes them back.


And in these books, we hear from one prophet after another, sent by God to warn the people of their sins and call on them to repent, to turn around, to return to their Covenant with God.  These prophets are largely ignored, some are even killed.


But eventually the prophets are proven correct when first Israel and then Judea is sacked by the Abyssinians and the cream of the Jews are marched up to exile in Babylon.  Now the Jews of John’s time would know all of this history just like we know the story of the Revolutionary war and the beginning of our country.


So when John comes preaching repentance, just as all the prophets had, he gets listened to.  When John comes preaching that God will punish them, they pay attention.  There had been no prophets in Israel for 500 years and those who heard John believed that something big was about to happen.


And, indeed, John does come as a messenger, paving the way for the Messiah.  He even cites Isaiah, though he doesn’t cite the beginning, where God says, ‘Comfort, O comfort my people. Speak tenderly to Jerusalem and cry to her that … her penalty is paid.’


This sounds very different than John’s God who apparently has an axe ready to prepare fuel for an eternal flame.  This sound more like the God of Judges and Kings who endlessly takes back his sinful people.  This sounds like a God of love and mercy.


John admits that he does not know God’s final intentions.  The Jews gathered there a the Jordan are murmuring that surely this prophet is the Messiah and John goes out of his way to tell them that he is not.  No, he tells them, ‘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.’


And early in January we will hear about how Jesus comes to the Jordan to be baptized.  And it is odd how different John and Jesus are.  John is an ascetic in diet and lifestyle, while Jesus eats well and with sinners to boot.  John talks of fasting while Jesus tells his disciples it is even ok to pick grain on the Sabbath.   John tells us we must approach God on our knees, Jesus tells us to come to God like little children.  John speaks of axes and eternal flames while Jesus proclaims a kingdom of love, goodness, mercy and grace.  John calls for penance, Jesus talks of joy.


How do we reconcile these two men?  I think we can if we return to those two words, ‘theonomous’ and autonomous.  For even Jesus, after John is beheaded by Herod, begins to preach John’s message:  ‘repent, for the Kingdom of God is at hand.’


Both John and Jesus demand that we live ‘theonomously,’ that is, live God-centered lives.  They do this because they both know that we are genetically bred to be autonomous, or self-centered.  They are saying the same thing, but John is using the ‘battering ram’ approach, while Jesus comes to tell us that though we are sinners, God loves us and will forgive us if we repent.


My own life conforms to what Jesus says.  I didn’t discover God’s love for me in the forgiveness of my sins, but rather it was overwhelmingly obvious when I simply admitted I was helpless and begged God for help.  Then, while still a sinner, God broke through the walls of my autonomous, self-centered being, and then my illusion of being in control of my life crumbled around me.  Once I realized and admitted that God was in control, not me, everything changed.


And it was the certainty of this God’s love and mercy that finally drove me to repentance and still does, day after day.  The good news of a God who loves us in spite of ourselves will, if we are honest, bring us back to repentance again and again, will help us to turn around, and slowly help us to change our ways.


It is said that the whole story of the Bible can be summed up in four words: creation, sin, judgment and salvation.  Here in Advent it can seem like we are out in the desert of judgment, trying to figure out who we are.  In the face of God’s endless love that we know we do not deserve, we come face to face with judgment – our own judgment of ourselves as wanting and deficient.


The good news ultimately and always is that God will take us back, God will always, always take us back.  He’ll be here in a couple of weeks to prove that to us. AMEN
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