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    Mark is the only evangelist to begin his work by intentionally calling is writing “a 
gospel” – In his opening sentence, he says, “The beginning of the Good News of 
Jesus Christ….”  The phrase “good news” can also be translated from the Greek 
‘evangelon’ as “gospel.” Hence, Mark is the first of the four writers to use this 
style of presentation, meaning that the like writings of three other evangelists - 
Matthew, Luke and John - receive the same designation of being “gospels.” 
    But Mark, unlike the others quickly moves on to identify the One who embodies 
this “good news”: It is Jesus Christ, the Son of God. Everything else he writes 
following this first sentence is for the purpose of letting us know precisely what 
those words mean as to who this Jesus Christ , the Son of God is. 
    Again, we cannot help but notice that Mark’s gospel, unlike two other Gospels, 
Matthew and Luke does not begin with an angel whispering in Mary’s ear in one, 
and Joseph’s ear in the other. Mark has no mention of travel to the remote town 
of Bethlehem in order to be enrolled for taxes – no wide-eyed animals standing 
around a straw-filled manger. He has no shepherds keeping watch over their 
flocks by night; there are no wise men following a star; no angels greeting the 
world with shouts of “peace” and “good will.”   Either Mark never heard of these 
instances, or else he just doesn’t care enough about them to include him in his 
account. 
    For the evangelist Mark, the good news of Jesus Christ begins, not with the 
whispered promises or the shouted proclamations of angels; and not even with 
listing the family lineage traced back to David, or even further back to Abraham. 
For Mark, the good news, the Gospel of Jesus begins – of all places - right in the 
wilderness of Judea. It begins with an ‘old timer’ kind of a prophet named John, 
the first real prophet to turn up in Israel in over 300 years. 
    John is dressed in camel’s hair with a leather belt, the same sort of outfit the 
prophet Elijah reportedly wore some 800 years before him. John’s hair and beard 
appeared as if they had never been cut, and he was as skinny as a desert cactus, 
probably the result of eating that low-fat, low-carb, low cholesterol diet of locusts 
and wild honey. John was a rather eccentric fellow, to say the least; frankly, he 
was “off center” when compared with the norm. Yet, that was precisely the point 
– he did not look, dress or act like the prophets and other religious officials who 
hung around the temple in Jerusalem. He did not sound like they sounded either, 
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nor was he especially complementary concerning what these temple prophets 
and officials did so that, according to Matthew’s telling of it, he called them a 
“brood of vipers.” 
    Surely, his location out in the desert, and his unusual dress was used to make 
an intentional statement. Those of us encountering him 2,000 years later may not 
be able to interpret the meaning of the unusual attire and extreme location, but 
those standing around him in that day would: He is as far away from the temple, 
and the temple garb as he dares to get – and it is there, way out in the wilderness, 
that he is calling people to “prepare the way of the Lord.” The man was a 
messenger of God – predicted by the prophet Isaiah, dressed similar to the 
prophet, Elijah – sent by God with a word to the people – he was a true prophet 
in every sense of the word. 
    Maybe that is why people flocked … to him. But to tell the truth, it is still 
difficult to figure why. Everything we know makes me think that a good number 
of us, me included, would have gone out of the way NOT to see him. Why? 
Because he sounds too much like one of those street evangelists who wave their 
Bibles shout from soap boxes and offer only words of condemnation: ‘if YOU 
don’t repent right now, YOU are bound to perish in eternal flames.’ 
    But there is one major difference between John, and our modern-day would-be 
prophets and preachers. Self-appointed prophets tend to plant themselves right 
in front of our pathway, so that we have to turn and go the other way, or cross to 
the other side of the street to avoid them. But John planted himself right in the 
middle of nowhere – right in the middle of the wilderness. He sets up shop in the 
desert, somewhere near the River Jordon, and anyone who wanted to see him 
and hear what he had to say had to go to a lot of trouble to get there. It might 
mean borrowing a neighbor’s donkey, or starting off on foot EARLY in the 
morning. Either way, you had better take some water for the journey, pack a 
lunch, and traveler’s insurance; a AAA card might help because the journey was a 
long one out there, the trail was lonely, and the wilderness was thick with 
bandits. So if you wanted to see and hear John, you had to be intentional about it.  
    It kind of makes us wonder then why anyone would even consider going out 
there to a place like that. Why would anyone from Jerusalem want to go clear out 
there in the wilderness? The temple is in Jerusalem! The dignified, certified and 
ordained rabbis are all in Jerusalem. The center for all accumulated religious 
wisdom is in Jerusalem; the whole seat of the religious establishment itself was in 
Jerusalem. 
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    If someone wanted to ‘hear a word from the Lord,’ wouldn’t it make sense to 
just stay in the “Holy City” as it was known? Why not just take in a couple of extra 
Sabbath services, or attend a Beth Moore Bible study, or visit a neighboring 
synagogue. Or why not just make an appointment to see one of the chief priests? 
Anyone who would turn their back on all of those opportunities and set off for the 
wilderness was asking for it…. OR … was looking for something more – something 
those temple prophets, the priest and those religious officials could not supply. 
    The word was out that John had that extra special “something” that everyone 
sensed they were missing. He was strange and maybe a bit frightening. But when 
he spoke, it was as if he was repeating what God was telling him right in that 
moment – extemporaneously.  And he held nothing back – he ‘told it like it is’ and 
he spoke with power and conviction. 
    Still, he did not always seem to have the exact details: He did not know the 
name of the one who was coming after him, for instance; He did not say that he 
knew what this expected one would look like, nor precisely when he would arrive. 
But he did know that the OLD world was about to end and a NEW world was 
spinning toward us, carried in the arms of this one who was chosen by God.  John 
did seem to know ‘the truth’ that the temple prophets and priests had long since 
forgotten; and as Flannery O’Connor once remarked, “You shall know the truth 
and the truth shall make you … ODD.” 
    John knew that this new world established by this Chosen and Coming One who 
had been sent by God would be built out of new materials. The Holy Spirit had all 
but been covered up in Jerusalem: It had been hidden with a pretend piety, 
countless ceremonial laws, temple taxes and priestly hocus-pocus. The flame of 
the spirit was all but extinguished under the weight of all that pretentious 
posturing. So God’s Spirit was moving out into the wilderness, where the air is 
fresh and clean – out under the stars where the light of the spirit was being 
stoked again by the words of the most socially unacceptable character anyone 
could ever imagine. 
    Dressed in animal hair with a piece of tanned hide around his waist, his breath 
heavy with locusts and wild honey, John proclaimed that someone special was 
coming. It was someone so spectacular that it was not enough to simply hang 
around in Jerusalem and wait his arrival. It was time to get ready, to prepare the 
way, so that when he came he could walk right into their hearts and be 
welcomed. 
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    In the evangelist John’s telling of what transpired with John the Baptist in his 
gospel, some of those temple priests and prophets go out themselves into the 
desert to investigate this strange messenger named John. They think of 
themselves as professional appraisers, who are well-equipped to find out where 
John received his authority and authorization for the way he was acting and what 
he was saying. “Who are you,” they ask, clipboards in hand, ready to fill in the 
blanks on their survey sheets. “I am not the Messiah,” John replies. “What then, 
are you Elijah?” they press. “I am not,” he answers. “Who are you?” they try 
again. “Let us have an answer for those in Jerusalem who sent us. What do you 
say about yourself?” He simply responds, “I am the voice…” “I am the voice of one 
crying out in the wilderness, ‘make straight the way of the Lord.” 
    That statement is the only claim John makes concerning himself.  John indicates 
that he is not the main event. Yet as uncooperative as he seems to be with those 
questioning him, he is telling them something absolutely critical about the One 
who is coming after him. If they think he is difficult to peg down and figure out, 
just wait until the One whose arrival he is sent to announce gets here! The One 
who is coming after him is more powerful – so powerful that John himself is not 
‘worthy to stoop down and untie the thong of his sandals.’ The One who is 
coming will not match any of their preconceptions. He will not always obey their 
religious rules, or honor their cherished systems. He too will be operating outside 
the boundaries and will challenge all their assumptions; he will stretch their limits.  
For the One who is to come will baptize with the Holy Spirit. 
    I think we are given this passage on this Second Sunday of Advent, because we 
are still in need of John’s testimony. While we are waiting and watching – waiting 
for a baby’s cry, for a new handle on the infinite – watching for the earth to turn 
toward the sun again – we can use John’s reminder that none of us knows exactly 
what this season will bring to us.  We need not be afraid of that, however – it is a 
good thing, not a bad thing. It means we can surrender ourselves to a love we 
cannot predict or control. The Christ Child will come again, and will allow us to 
hold him, but only on the condition that we can never possess him or control him; 
on the condition that he will both love us and challenge us to follow his way, not 
our way. 
    “Prepare the way of the Lord, make HIS paths straight!”  That declaration is the 
gospel – that is the ‘good news’ that started with John out in the wilderness. He 
was the messenger, and the message lit him up like a bonfire in the desert. People 
were drawn to him, apparently not only because of who he was and what he said, 
but also because of what he offered them: He invited them to have a chance to 
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“come clean “…. He offered to baptize them in the River Jordan, to have them 
wash and be renewed; It was a way to have them stop pretending they were 
someone else, and start over again. The baptism, this bath for soul-cleansing, was 
not John’s own idea. There were no rules about how it was to be done; the rabbis 
had not sanctioned and sanctified it. It had been done before, and John was 
offering it now to all who came to him, even to women who were not allowed to 
enter the inner precincts of the temple – even to well-known sinners who would 
have never dreamed of being accepted by the religious authorities. John’s 
baptism bypassed the temple and all of its rites. He set up shop in the wilderness 
to proclaim a new freedom and grace. And he called upon people to wake up – to 
turn around, so that they would not miss the new things that God was about to 
accomplish in their midst. 
    You might have noticed that all the Gospels begin with a messenger. It might be 
an angel whispering in Mary’s or Joseph’s ear; or it might be a skinny strangely 
dressed prophet standing knee-deep in water. But what all such messengers do is 
to offer an invitation to prepare and then receive new life. Yet, interestingly, this 
invitation of John comes in the midst of the wilderness. 
     I suspect that all of us have an idea of where our own wilderness lies, as well as 
a list of reasons as to why we don’t really want to go there. We are quite 
comfortable where we are, after all. We want to avoid the discomfort of going 
there. Why should we hunt for God there? 
    Unless… unless there is that voice who is calling to us from there. It is a voice 
whose message we may not clearly understand unless we are willing to move out 
and get closer. It is a voice, however, that wants to have us get ready – to prepare 
so that we might again experience the wondrous Spirit of God. For you see, the 
Good News is also out there…  It is present in the desert of human need, as well 
as in the wilderness of our own need. The Good News is there for those with ears 
to hear, and hearts to go, wherever - wherever the voice may lead.                               
Amen. 
   
 
 


