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Here He Comes Again

The Rev. Maren Sonstegard-Spray

Mark 1:1-8

The beginning of the good news of Jesus Christ, the Son of God.
As it is written in the prophet Isaiah,
‘See, I am sending my messenger ahead of you,
   who will prepare your way;

the voice of one crying out in the wilderness:

   “Prepare the way of the Lord,

   make his paths straight” ’,

John the baptizer appeared in the wilderness, proclaiming a baptism of repentance for the forgiveness of sins. 

And people from the whole Judean countryside and all the people of Jerusalem were going out to him, and were baptized by him in the river Jordan, confessing their sins. 

Now John was clothed with camel’s hair, with a leather belt around his waist, and he ate locusts and wild honey. 

He proclaimed, ‘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.’
Beginnings are important – where and how things begin matters.  They clue us in on what to expect.  Each of the four accounts of Jesus’ life start differently and they tell us something important about what is to come.  Each account has a different flavor, written to a different group of people by a different author.  
So the book of Matthew begins, “An account of the genealogy of Jesus the Messiah, the son of David, the son of Abraham.”  That tells us, that whoever this was written for, knew and cared about Jesus’ connection to his Jewish roots – so it was likely a largely Jewish audience trying to figure out what it means to come from a Jewish background but believe that the Messiah has come.  
The book of Luke begins, “Since many have undertaken to set down an orderly account of the events that have been fulfilled among us, just as they were handed on to us by those who from the beginning were eyewitnesses and servants of the word, I too decided, after investigating everything carefully from the very first, to write an orderly account for you, most excellent Theophilus, so that you may know the truth concerning the things about which you have been instructed.”  We can figure out a lot from this very long opening sentence – it is written by a careful and scholarly man, not a first generation Christian, but someone who makes a detailed account from those who were there.  The book of Luke is the longest story, with plenty of names and details.  
The book of John begins, “In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God.”  Totally different, and we find that the book of John has an entirely different flavor.  It matters to John that Jesus is not merely speaking God’s word into the world, he is God’s Word in the world.  And then we come to the book of Mark.  I’ll admit Mark is not my favorite gospel, but it is very interesting.  It is the shortest of all the accounts of Jesus’ life, likely written first of all of them, and it has this frantic breathlessness to it.  
There is also a harshness and mysteriousness to it.  The final words of the oldest manuscripts of Mark are: “and they said nothing too anyone, for they were afraid.”  Mark was likely written by an interpreter writing down the remembrances of Peter.  So it makes some sense that the story begins about the place where Peter would have joined the story.  
What came before Jesus began his public ministry does not really matter to Peter.  So this is where he begins the story, “The beginning of the good news of Jesus Christ, the Son of God.  
Trust me when I say that a lot has been written about this opening sentence.  It is remarkable because it does not have a verb – so some scholars believe it could be the title.   As a title, it covers everything we need to know.  Think of other ways it could have been written, “The story of the good news of Jesus,”  or just “The good news of Jesus.”  No, it is the beginning of the good news that has no ending: here it begins and it has no end.  

So here we are at the beginning – let’s hear all about this Jesus.  No, that is not where we begin.  No babies, no angels.  Surprisingly, the beginning is a quote from the Hebrew scriptures, a combination of a couple different verses (Isaiah 40:3, Malachi 3:1 and Exodus 23:30).  The Israelites have heard these verses for centuries, waiting for the messenger who was going to let them know God was on his way.  
So we read in Mark, John the baptizer begins it all.  He is the voice crying out, “Here comes God.”  I think I’ve used this image before, but John is that truck you see in the rear view mirror with the orange flashing lights and the wide load sign that lets you know something big is coming at you.  
John is like the cue you get in movies that something big is about to happen – the building is about the collapse, the giant wave is about to hit Manhattan, the aliens are about to attack – the first movie image I thought of was the glass of water in the movie Jurassic Park – where with each step of the Tyrannosaurus Rex getting closer the glass vibrates even more.
As the wide-load truck for Jesus, John isn’t at all what we would expect, or what the people living in first century Palestine would have expected.  God’s anointed one, the Messiah, translated into the Greek as Christ, was a king.   Kings were anointed with oil.  Kings had heralds who went ahead of them to let everyone know they were coming, so they could get ready.  
John the Baptist didn’t look like a royal herald, he looked like a Wildman, wearing camel hair clothes tied up with a leather belt.  
Apparently he looked an awful lot like a previous Wildman, Elijah who spent a good amount of time in wild begin fed by crows.  They had the same dress code, the same wilderness lifestyle, the same sudden appearance.   
There is a show on Animal Planet called Call of the Wildman, about a modern day Wildman who lives in the wilderness of Kentucky and goes swimming in murky swamps to catch snapping turtles capable of biting through bone, with nothing but his wits and his knife named “Thunder.”  Not much different from surviving on locusts and wild honey.  
We might be just curious enough to go see this strange sight out in the wilderness of Kentucky.  Certainly people were drawn out of the Judean countryside and the big city of Jerusalem to see John.  They go out into the wilderness.  
And there they hear a message that changes everything: “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.”  And he tells them they need to be washed clean of their sins to prepare for the coming of the Son of God.  

This is all so strange.  Mark doesn’t begin his story where we think he should begin and he doesn’t end where we think he should end.  John is not really who we wanted to have play the messenger of God – and his message may not be what we wanted to hear: “Prepare yourself – get ready and wait.”  
Here we have John right in the middle of Advent, reminding us what Advent is all about.  There was a time in the history of Christianity when Advent looked like a solemn time of fasting and reflection, the Lent of Christmas.  
We have gotten away from that solemnity; in fact, we have swung in the complete opposite direction to giddiness.  But we still have a sense at Advent of what it means to prepare.  We prepare cookies.  We prepare our houses to receive guests.  We prepare to send gifts so they will get to their destination in time.   We might even prepare for a time of loneliness or mourning.  
Wildman John the Baptist is that surprising reminder to seek another kind of preparation.  He reminds us to spend a little time in the wilderness away from the stores and made-for-TV-movies, to prepare our hearts for Jesus’ coming, to wait for Jesus’ coming. 

One commentator writes that all those people in Judea who head out into the countryside give us a clue about how to respond to John: “Like them, we are to go out into the desert where John is, and learn again that “our life is in you, Lord.” In the desert, we must then hear and respond to a message of repentance. Confession of sins is the key act here. We must acknowledge the obstacles in our relationship with God that hinder us from receiving His coming, and turn away from them.” 
One writer, speaking of this passage, says that he is an Advent Christian. He writes, “Some people I call Christmas Christians. The most important thing about their Christian faith is believing that the Baby Jesus is Immanuel, God with us. Their favorite hymn is ‘Joy to the World.’ Others I'd label Lenten Christians, whose faith revolves around sin, repentance and forgiveness. Their symbol is the cross.  Then there are Pentecost Christians, on fire with the Spirit's energy and gifts.  I'm an Advent Christian. I appreciate my brother and sister Christians, but I have a different way of seeing and experiencing the faith.  Advent Christians believe Christ came, but still we sing ‘Oh, Come, Oh, Come, Emmanuel.’  We believe that in Christ the kingdom of God has dawned, but still we eagerly pray ‘thy kingdom come’ because we long for a world that is still to come. Longing, watchfulness and waiting resonate with us. As an Advent Christian, God's promises help sustain me in hope. I can accept my experience of exile and the existence of suffering in the world. I don't have to pretend that this life is all there is. I can live with my longings; I don't need to deny them. I can be mindful of the reality around me. I can sing of the reality to come.”
Waiting is not easy for us – but deep down I think we understand why it matters.  We wait for babies to be born.  We wait for spring to come.  We wait for seeds planted to bear fruit.  Some things are worth waiting for.  Maybe that’s why we have the sense when Christmas stuff is out in the stores before Halloween, that something is wrong.  Our chance to wait in expectation is lost.  

We don’t have a nativity figurine of John the Baptist, wild-haired and holding a sign that says “Will preach for locust and honey.”  But maybe we should – move over those wise men and cattle.  John is that startling reminder to us to be Advent Christians who both celebrate that Jesus has come, but who also cry out “Come Lord Jesus.” And prepare and wait in hope.  And as we wait we ask ourselves this question: What in me needs to change as I prepare for Jesus to come into the world?  Amen.
