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Hallmark knows Christmas. A single person, usually a young woman, but sometimes now a single Dad, leaves 

“the big city (aka evil city)” to go home for Christmas. There is a major snowstorm that almost prevents the trip 

from happening. At the small town homestead (where all things good reside), the family is baking cookies and a 

turkey. Their snow is pretty. Somewhere along the way, the single person reconnects with his/her childhood 

sweetheart, there is conflict, then they kiss. Merry Christmas! 

 

Gospel writer Mark knows nothing about the plot of a good Christmas story. There isn’t even a manger! In 

Mark’s style, we almost immediately find ourselves in the wilderness. We flock to be baptized by a weird man 

wearing clothing made of camel’s hair. What is going on? Mark’s gospel is as clear as the plot of a Hallmark 

movie: he tells us that he is writing about a beginning in which there is good news. Our ancient ears recognize 

Mark’s reminder of a different beginning: the one in the book of Genesis (in the Septuagint) – “in a beginning, 

when the earth was a formless void,” God. This beginning is about Jesus Christ, the Son of God. Mark’s words 

then propel our communal memory forward in time, to the time of the prophets: “see, I am sending my 

messenger ahead of you.” When we heard these words of Isaiah and Malachi, we were in the wilderness, in 

exile from our homeland. In that wilderness, God stayed with us, fed us, and saved us over and over again. We 

have, in history, now not heard from a prophet in three hundred years; we are starving for a message from God. 

And John the baptizer sounds a lot like Elijah.  

 

We notice, as Chelsea Harmon writes, that the beginning of the good news of Jesus Christ starts with someone 

else. The good news of Jesus Christ starts with Isaiah, Exodus, and Malachi. The words that propel us into the 

wilderness come, not from Jesus, but from John. John the baptizer invites the people to recommit themselves to 

life with God. John invites us to return to a living a life as God’s chosen people in a promised land flowing with 

goodness. To get there, to turn back to living with God, we confess our sins, repent! and are washed in baptism. 

We choose to participate in the good news by preparing to meet God. Repentance is an act of preparing to meet 

God. And although we talk about baptism in its individual sense, we notice that John baptizes an entire people: 

“people from the whole Judean countryside and all the people of Jerusalem” go out to him.  

 

We repent – turn away from our sins of the past – that’s the baptism of John. Our preparation then turns to 

baptism of the Holy Spirit – that is, life as God would have us live. We live in Christ, with Father, Son, and 

Holy Spirit not only in our individual lives but in our lives in community. And so we are here: repenting, 

returning to God, washed in baptism once, returning to the presence of Jesus Christ over and over again. We 

might spend our lifetimes learning that when we repent, our sins really are forgiven. We must choose new life 

in our forgiven state. Choose life! 

 

John the baptizer is not the good news; he is the messenger. John tells us that “The one who is more powerful 

than I is coming after me.” John (after Isaiah, the book of Exodus, and Malachi) announces the one in whom 

dwells the Holy Spirit, the one toward whom we turn.  

 

Next to this one who is coming, John says, I am nothing. Many of us have prayed this humility. We pray “we 

are not worthy so much as to gather up the crumbs under Thy table.” We are unworthy! We are meant to be 

humble. We are supposed to repent. And we are not supposed to stay in those places of remorse so long that we 
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forget God’s mercy. We are God’s children, God’s beloved flock. The response to our expression of 

unworthiness:  “But thou are the same Lord whose property is always to have mercy.” 

 

In Advent we prepare for the one who is to come, Jesus. We are accompanied by words ancient and modern. It 

is pretty easy to prepare for the baby Jesus. It is a bit harder to turn away from sin and turn toward God. And 

after thousands of years, it is even harder to remember that Jesus will in fact come again. The people to whom 

the second letter of Peter was written are struggling with this waiting after about thirty years since the 

resurrection. They wonder: where is Jesus? We’ll repent when it’s closer to his return. We’ll pray then. We’ll 

prepare then. They were falling into unhealthy habits. Millenia later, we have the same question: where is 

Jesus? We cannot help but think in human time, when our perspective is the calendar and the clock. The author 

of 2 Peter reminds us that, to God’s time is not our time; a thousand years could be like one day. And: God 

keeps God’s promises. Prepare now. Pray now. Tell the story now. Jesus is coming. Our Advent work is to 

prepare, to remain faithful to God’s will for our lives. We are accompanied by Isaiah’s plea to God to “comfort, 

comfort my people,” by John the baptizer’s shout to “repent!,” by unobtrusive candles of light that flicker with 

the light that will not be extinguished. Those tiny flames light up our whole world, our whole lives. Our 

preparation for Jesus Christ is so important that Mark couldn’t wait to tell us about the light of Jesus in the 

world. there was no time for shepherds or Bethlehem or birth. We are to follow Jesus now, illuminate our world 

with his light. 

 

Who will prepare the way today? Who will tell the world about the one who is about to be born and for whom 

we are waiting? We have those voices. We are that voice. We are the ones to introduce the Good News to 

someone else. We know the gift that is Jesus Christ. We know that we are accompanied by angels, messengers, 

ancient and new. We hold the hope and the promise that nothing can separate us from the love of God. We 

world is starving for the story. We believe in one God … who was born … lived … died … is risen, and will 

come again. We are the ones today to give voice to Jesus. If we do not share the story, share the good news, 

who will?  

 

How we tell the story is different for each of us as members of Christ’s one body. This past week, Advent 

preparation took many forms: lighting a candle. Arranging flowers, moving mulch, digging a grave and filling it 

in. For some, Advent repentance meant showing up to bury a brother or nephew they had neither seen nor 

spoken to in twenty years. Turning away from bitterness and toward God’s will looked like picking up “Jesus 

Calling,” a book of meditations that their nephews read every day, whose own copies were tattered with daily 

use and prayer. Yesterday repentance looked like holding umbrellas, reading Isaiah in the rain … gathering in 

the name of Christ and saying “alleluia” with a broken, joyful heart.  

 

Mark doesn’t give us the sentimentality of a Hallmark movie. Maybe there is enough of that in the world 

already, or that we need a time in which to look at our hearts, our path. Advent is that time, and it is holy, holy 

work, held up in a love so enduring, so complete that we’re still trying to live into its light. In Advent, welcome. 

The story has just begun. 

 


