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In Connecticut in 2011, it may be hard to imagine places where roads have not yet reached; never mind interstate highways. It may be hard to imagine living in a time when news does not arrive in a continuous stream by multiple carriers; print, cable news, Internet. We can be instantly apprised of things happening thousands of miles away. But in ancient times, news traveled slowly, by caravans of traders, with pilgrims and visitors, or as nomadic peoples moved their hungry flocks to new pastures. Urgent messages came by runner, and as soon as their words were uttered, a fresh runner would speed to the next city to deliver the news.
His was an urgent message. He wastes no words, but gets right to the heart of the matter. No sentimentality here, no sweet babies in their mother’s arms, no recitation of lineage showing proper pedigree. In his telling, there are no foreign mystics pointing to constellation or comet. It is as if he has run for miles to tell his news. Bent over, gasping for breath, forcing out the words as fast as possible. It’s true! It’s all true! It has happened! The excitement throughout the gospel of Mark is palpable. 
The beginning of the Good News of Jesus Christ, the Son of God. It began, in this account, with a messenger. Isaiah foretold one would come to tell when the time had arrived. And like the writer of the gospel of Mark, the messenger John got right to the point. The One coming with the power to baptize with the very Spirit of God, was about to arrive to grant to all a new beginning. John declared that the power of God was now in the world, and if anyone desired to receive it, they needed to be prepared. Repent, he told the crowds that came to the Jordan to be baptized. Turn your life around, Focus on that which is truly important, Accept and receive forgiveness for your sins so that you will be ready for the one who comes after me.
In Advent the focus is more on John than on Jesus, more on the preparation than on the arrival. More on the waiting, than the consummation. Let’s take some time to consider John the Baptizer. John wasn’t the usual religious personage of his day. He wasn’t a professional. He wasn’t to be found in the temple accepting animal sacrifices for the atonement of sins. In fact, there wasn’t much that was ordinary about John. His clothes, his diet, were different enough to be remarked upon. He wasn’t part of the usual routine. John called people to look beyond and move away from the comfortable, and confront themselves. They had to literally leave the norm of life in Jerusalem and go out to the river at the edge of the wilderness. The wilderness had long been seen as a place of testing. Why would anyone want to go through the discomfort of being ested/stretched/or challenged? Why would they go out to listen to someone like John?
John offered hope that beyond the daily routines, beyond the rituals of the temple and the security of the city walls, there was the coming possibility of real encounter with the holy. John offered the assurance that there IS something more, there IS a new beginning. I am going to venture a guess that deep down, this is what everyone really wants to be given this year. Who wouldn’t want a new start? Who doesn’t wish for things to be made right? For some way to call for a do-over of some aspect of life, both in our corporate life, and in our personal lives. This is precisely the gift of Christmas. It is a gift that we can receive and it is one that we can give.

Following the footsteps of John, each of us, not just the religious professionals, are called to offer this new beginning to others, to make a way for God to break in to our families, into our relationships, into the communities of which we are a part. We are all called to prepare a pathway, a highway, an expressway if you will! for God’s power to reach each and every person that they might be healed and made whole, that they might be reconciled to God and to others, that they might be blessed beyond anything they could ask for or imagine. The power of God in the life death and resurrection of Jesus Christ and his gift of the Holy Spirit is still amazing, still relevant, still desperately needed. It is a gift that never goes stale, never goes out of style. God’s promises do not expire like other Christmas offers that may come our way in the days ahead. 

It may require us to leave the comfort of our usual ways of doing things and listen to those on the margins. We may need to turn away from those things which are distracting us and keep our focus on God’s unique message. God’s message testes us and is therefore one that not everyone is willing and able to hear. At times it seems like God would have everything turned inside out and upside down. That there is strength in weakness, there are riches in being poor, that the insiders will be the outsiders, that death brings life. It may seem downright foolish to think that we can participate in the things of God.
Who was the messenger for you? Where did you first learn the heart of the Gospel, the good news that God wants to fill you with God’s own Spirit? When did you first realize that God wanted you to bring blessing and a new way of being into the world? Advent is a time to ponder anew the ways we have been given the promise and to consider how we will give to others the true gift of Christmas. So how will you express the promise? How will your life and actions and words convey the good news? Is there someone this year that could use the gift of forgiveness? Maybe there is one on your list that could use your presence rather than a present. Or your speaking up and taking a stand on their behalf. Can we deliver some hope? Or a clean slate? These are gifts worthy of a king. Spread the word. Amen
 

