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       There are some people who are very good at warming up a crowd.  They may have the same characteristics as the 
car salesman who can help you in to that next model, just about beyond your budget, but not quite out of sight.  And 
there are those who are matter of fact people, just give me the facts please.  Mark seems to be one of those.  No angels 
whispering in anybody’s ear.  No shepherds keeping their watch over their flocks by night, all seated on the ground.  No 
wise men from the East following yonder star.  No big-eyed animals standing around a straw-stuffed manger.  Mark 
either does not know about those things or just doesn’t see them as important to tell this tale.  For him, the Good News 
of Jesus Christ begins in the wilderness of Judea with a wild-eyed fellow named John, who acts and sounds like a prophet 
of old. 
 
      There is very brief fanfare by this story teller Mark.  The beginning of the Good News of Jesus Christ, the Son of God” 
and then we are introduced to a messenger, John the baptizer, who also bursts on to the scene with Good News to tell.   
But this messenger is not the one who we might expect in the day.  The voice of God has not been heard for 300 years.  
Then, all of a sudden, like he is out of nowhere, but he is very much tied in somewhere because he looks and sounds like 
Elijah-a figure from 800 years before. John the Baptist comes dressed in camel’s hair with a thick leather belt around his 
waist.  His hair and his beard look as if they have never been cut and he is skinny as a desert cactus.  What a sight he 
was! 
 
       Here is a possible artistic depiction of this John, standing knee deep in the Jordan River.  He cries out, “Prepare the 
way of the Lord, make his paths straight.”  We might imagine a crowd gathered around the river bank and people 
coming forward for this ritual of baptism.  It is a big crowd according to Mark-people from the whole countryside and 
from the big city of Jerusalem too. 
 
     I suppose there is always an opening for someone who can speak to the deep longings of the heart.  Was John’s 
appearance so strange that he just attracted curiosity?  Everything I know about this person makes me think today, I 
would have gone out of my way not to see him. He sounds too much like those street evangelists who wave their Bibles 
and tell you that you are going straight to hell if you do not repent right now, on their terms.  Actually, there is one 
major difference between those kind of characters and John. 
 
      Self-appointed prophets tend to plant themselves right in your way so that you have to cross to the other side of the 
street to avoid them.  They get in your face and dare you to ignore them, whereas John planted himself in the middle of 
nowhere. He set up shop in the wilderness, and anyone who wanted to hear what he had to say had to go to a lot of 
trouble to get there, borrowing the neighbour’s donkey or setting off on foot with enough food and water for the 
journey, through lonely trails thick with bandits.  
 
      There was something pretty earth-shattering about John’s message in that day.  It must have been amazing and the 
news about it must have travelled.  Here John was, requiring people to take that long journey, far, far away from the 
Temple and the learned rabbis.  John drew the people from all over and away from whatever else they were doing, to 
consider for a time what it might mean to prepare for the one who is to come.  So what is it that would draw us out from 
everything else to consider our preparation for the coming of the promised one.  John was light on specifics, but he 
knew that the old world was about to end and a new world was spinning toward him, carried in the arms of God’s 
chosen one. 
 
      It was a world that would be built out of new materials, not the rearranged stones of the old religion.  It was as if God 
moved out into the wilderness on purpose.  Out where the air was sharp and clean, out under the stars where the Spirit 
flame was fanned by the most socially unacceptable character that anyone could 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 was 
coming, someone so spectacular that it was not enough simply to hang around waiting for him  to arrive.  It was time to 
get ready, to prepare the way, so that when he came, this new holy One could walk right inside your door. 
      That was the Good News that started with John!  He was the messenger and the message lit him up like a bonfire in 
the wilderness.  People were drawn to him, not only because of who he was and what he said, but also because of what 
he offered them---a chance to come clean, to stop pretending they were someone else and start over again, by allowing 



him to wash them clean.  The chance to come clean was his own idea.  There were not any rules about how it was 
supposed to be done.  The rabbis had not okayed it.  There were no established rules about who could access it.  The 
Temple had all kinds of rules about who could come closest to the Holy of holies and who had to stay further away.  But 
John offered this repentance to anyone.  His way to forgiveness did not have any boundaries or barriers.  Even women 
who were not allowed in to the inner precincts of the Temple, even well known sinners who would not have dreamed of 
approaching a priest were given access out here.  John’s baptism bypassed the Temple and all its rites. 
 
      The gospel story always begins with a messenger, whether it is an angel whispering in Mary’s ear, or a parent telling 
a child a story, or like this morning-a skinny prophet standing knee-deep in a river.  What strikes me about this 
messenger-this John the Baptist-is that he was nowhere near a Temple or a synagogue, and those who insisted on 
staying inside the Temple or synagogue never heard his message.  Only those who were willing to enter the wilderness 
got to taste the freedom offered and many of them were still there when the spectacular real story happened, far from 
the civilized center of town. 
 
      If I was to ask you to imagine what is wilderness for you, I imagine you would all have some description in your mind 
of what that is.  And you might well be able to give me a long list of good reasons why you don’t want to go in to that 
wilderness place.  After all, we are comfortable where we are.  We don’t feel scared.  The questions aren’t so big when 
we stay in the familiar.  Why would we hunt God anywhere else?  I cannot imagine, unless it is that voice crying out in 
the wilderness, the one you cannot quite make out from here.  This story preparing us for the real story, seems to be 
saying that we need to get beyond our comfortable pew, or we will miss half of what is being said about God. 
 
      Let us listen to the voices calling us out beyond our usual comfort level.  This past Wednesday was 100 years since 
the ‘Halifax Explosion’, December 6, 1917.  World War I had reached its crescendo overseas.  The Allies were sending 
over high explosives.  The French freighter Mont-Blanc had stopped in New York.  There, it was carefully packed with 
dynamite, TNT and a poisonous chemical to put in shells aimed at the enemy.     
  The timing of the collision of this ‘floating bomb’, the Mont-Blanc with the ‘Imo’, a vessel carrying grain for Belgian 
Relief was especially cruel.  At 8:46 in the morning, school children and people ready to enter their offices and factories 
for the work day stopped and watched once they saw the collision and the beginning flames.  The temperature in the 
hold of the Mont-Blanc skyrocketed to 9000’ Fahrenheit-6X hotter than molten lava.  Like an atomic bomb the ship 
became a projectile while it set off a 35 foot tidal wave that decimated the Halifax harbor for 2 kilometres.  2000 people 
died and 9000 more were hurt. 
     Within one hour of getting news about this explosion, without being asked, Massachusetts governor called together 
100 Boston city leaders.  They sent their emergency preparedness team-2 trains, 2 ships, 100 doctors, 300 nurses, $1 
million of supplies, cars with gas and chauffeurs, welders and glaziers were sent too-enough people to run several 
temporary hospitals-saving countless lives-can you imagine it-in our time when people claim too much is being given to 
‘outsiders’.  When they packed the ships in Boston Harbor, they announced in the news what was happening.  Throngs 
of people brought things themselves, they gave in some cases the ‘coat off their back.’  And they cheered the ship as it 
left.  That is the generosity that has never been forgotten.  And so, a special tree is sought each year in Nova Scotia to 
send as a gift to the people of Massachusetts and place it in Boston Commons for all to see.  This happened on Thursday, 
November 30.  It is one example of the generosity of ancestors we are called to emulate, to live up to in our time.   
 
      John the Baptizer proclaimed that our preparation for the coming of Christ involved repentance and confession.  
Frankly, at first this does not sound like “good news.”  Repentance and confession lead us to face the truth about 
ourselves and then change the direction of our lives.  Repentance and confession both require a searching and an honest 
look back.  There are no shortcuts.  In John we see this person who insists on keeping focused on the future and the one 
who is to come, but also hearkens back to the past in his call for repentance.  John’s camel hair outfit was several 
centuries out of fashion, just the kind of clothing worn by the prophet Elijah. 
 
      We may not receive John’s words at first as being those of Comfort.  His bellowing out in the wilderness rather, pours 
heat into our ears.  Nevertheless these are words of comfort in the long run, they just require some work on our part, 
first.  They are words which describe the longing for that which is just out of sight.  That must have been why people 
traveled a considerable distance to hear from this preacher who could communicate about the longing for God residing 
in the human heart.    



 
      It was Christmas almost forty years ago when Rex Pickett was stationed in Korea as a young Marine lieutenant. His 
wife and baby daughter, whom he had never seen, were home in the United States. On Christmas morning the 
thermometer hovered around zero with several inches of snow covering the ground. Outdoor worship services were 
planned for that morning. Although no one was required to attend services Rex went out of respect and "to set a good 
example for the even younger Marines." Nearly two hundred marines turned out for the service. They sat on their 
helmets in the snow. They faced a small portable altar. The chaplains had no microphones, and the portable organ 
suffered from the extreme cold. 
 
      Something happened to Rex in that worship service. God broke through into his life. He thought of all that was 
precious to him: home, his wife, his unseen infant child. In that moment as they tried to sing Christmas carols in the cold 
air he realized that Christmas does not depend on church architecture or fine clothing, expansive meals or expensive 
gifts. Instead Rex claimed, "Christmas is best celebrated as a voluntary act in which we replenish our personal faith in 
the company of others." Far from home and loved ones, Rex realized "that Christmas Day, in itself, is not important, but 
the faith it represents is."  
 
      Let us not forget in the coming weeks that Jesus is the reason why we celebrate Christmas. Advent reminds us that 
God often breaks into our lives in unexpected ways and at unexpected times. At those times we discover that we must 
change our ways and realign ourselves with Jesus Christ. 


