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This Sunday of Advent is when we traditionally hear about the coming of John the 
Baptist.  We can almost imagine John, a colorful character, who lives in the 
wilderness, wearing clothing of camel hair, eating locusts and wild honey.  As we 
heard in the Gospel reading, he is “proclaiming a baptism of repentance for the 
forgiveness of sins.” John is “the voice of one crying out in the wilderness: 
‘Prepare the way of the Lord, make his paths straight.’”  This Sunday, like the rest 
of the Advent season, is about preparing for the coming of God.  The task for us is 
to figure out together exactly how we do that. 

The story of John the Baptist that we read today comes from the gospel of Mark.  
Most of you are aware that last Sunday, the first Sunday of Advent, was the 
beginning of a new year in the church calendar.  With the coming of Advent, we 
change to a new gospel in the lectionary, and this year is Mark.  Mark’s gospel is 
almost universally believed to be the first account written.  It is the shortest, and 
arguably the least elegant of the gospels.  One of the things that differentiates 
Mark from Matthew and Luke is that Mark has no birth narrative at all.  He starts 
right off with the adult John the Baptist. 

I don’t know if you noticed it, but Mark begins his account in a way that seems to 
be rather odd.  It starts like this: “The beginning of the gospel about Jesus Christ, 
the Son of God.” (Mark 1:1)  Strange, isn’t it?  Have you ever picked up a book 
where the author thought it was necessary to make clear, right off the bat, that 
“This is the beginning of the story?”  Maybe Mark was suffering from some sort of 
writer’s block, and decided the best thing was just to start off with the first thing 
that popped into his mind, just to get it going. 

I don’t think that was the case.  And I don’t think that Mark’s beginning is as odd as 
it initially appears.  First, Mark doesn’t exactly say that this is the beginning of the 
story of Christ.  Listen carefully to what he does say: “This is the beginning of the 
gospel of Jesus Christ.”  Gospel, as you know, means “good news.”  So, when 
Mark says “this is the beginning of the gospel,” he doesn’t mean it’s the beginning 
of the written story that ends sixteen chapters later.   It’s the beginning of the good 
news of salvation in Christ that reaches beyond the end of Mark’s written account, 
beyond the resurrection, and continues to this day.  And the good news starts with 
what John the Baptist is preaching – with repentance. 
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This makes perfect sense if you think about it.  Accepting the premise that there is 
good news in what Mark is planning to relate to us means accepting the reality that 
all the news is currently not good.  The good news that we can be freed from the 
power of sin has no meaning without from the bad news that we need to be.  So, 
this is really where the good news of Jesus Christ starts.  It’s in the message that 
John is sharing.  It’s in the realization that living into the promises of Christ will 
mean that things have to change.   

 What does John mean when he tells us to repent?  In modern times, I think we 
tend to equate being repentant with being apologetic.  We use the words almost 
interchangeably, but they’re not the same thing.  We may well say we’re sorry 
when we’re repentant, but repenting means much more than that.  The New 
Testament word for repentance, metanoia, comes from the verb meaning “to turn 
back.”  Repentance is not a feeling, but an action.  Real repentance requires us to 
change in a real way. 

Quoting Isaiah, John the Baptist tells us today to “…make straight paths for [the 
Lord].’” (Mark 1:3).  We know from the laws of geometry that the shortest distance 
between two points is a straight line.  But John the Baptist is telling us something 
completely different – that the shortest distance to God is often a straight line in 
the opposite direction.  Real repentance means doing things differently.  
Repentance involves turning around 180 degrees – a new direction – a change of 
heart – a new commitment.  John calls for people to repent, because only when 
we face our sin squarely and renounce it can we be freed from it.  And freedom 
from the power of sin is the good news of Jesus Christ. 

There is something about the story of John the Baptist that has always seemed a 
little strange to me.  Jesus, we know, was always travelling the countryside; 
always seeking people out.  He went from town to town to meet them.  His ministry 
was where the people were.  In a time without mass communication, that’s what 
we’d expect a messenger from God to do – go find an audience.  

What we wouldn’t expect is for a messenger of God to do is to hang out far from 
civilization in the desert, hope that people would somehow hear that he was out 
there, and wait for everyone to travel out to him.  But that is exactly what John the 
Baptist does.  Mark says that John stationed himself out in the middle of the 
desert, and “The whole Judean countryside and all the people of Jerusalem went 
out to him. Confessing their sins, they were baptized by him in the Jordan River.”  
(Mark 1:5) 

It makes no sense logically, but there is deep symbolism in the fact that the people 
had to leave their homes – the places where they feel safe and comfortable – to 
find the message of repentance in the wilderness.  The way to God goes through 
the wilderness.  It always has. 
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Think with me for a minute about the defining redemption story of our Jewish faith 
history, the exodus from Egypt.  The meaning of the Exodus story is not found 
exclusively in leaving slavery in Egypt. If it were, it wouldn’t have taken forty years.  
The story is much more about the journey than destination.  It was in the 
wilderness that the children of God learned that they were not going to find a way 
out of the chaos and disorder of their lives using only their own intelligence and 
abilities.  They learned there to be reliant on the provision and protection of a 
loving God, not on their own strength and determination. 

And it’s the same for us. The wilderness is a terrible and fearful place, a place 
fraught with danger.  But the wilderness is the place where we finally see with 
crystal clarity that we can’t make it on our own.  It is the place where we are forced 
to come face-to-face with the undeniable fact of our utter dependence on the daily 
mercies of God.  It is precisely when we know we are lost in the wilderness that we 
also become capable of finding true connection with other people – not because of 
our resumes, our belongings, and social status, or the conceit that we are strong 
and capable, but through the one thing that we all truly have in common.  We are 
all equally lost.  The way to God always goes through the wilderness. 

But the words of Isaiah today remind us that the desperation of the wilderness is 
not the end.  Listen again to his words: “Every valley shall be raised up, every 
mountain and hill made low; the rough ground shall become level, the rugged 
places a plain.   And the glory of the LORD will be revealed, and all people will see 
it together. For the mouth of the LORD has spoken." (Isaiah 40:4-5)  Even the 
barren desert of our existence will be made new.  But not by our efforts.  It will 
happen when we surrender ourselves to God. 

As we journey through Advent together.  Be mindful of one thing.  We are not 
preparing for the coming of a day. We are preparing for transformation – for a new 
way of being.  The process that we’re talking about is not something to put away 
with the Christmas lights and unpack again next Advent season.  Remember that it 
took Jesus forty days in the wilderness until God thought he was ready for his 
ministry.  I think we can reasonably expect that it’s going to take us longer than 
that. 

If you’ve been wondering how to get a start on preparing for Christ in this season 
of Advent, you might try Mark’s advice.  Start where the “good news” starts.  
Change direction.  Go out into the wilderness. Begin again – at the beginning. 

 

 


