Sometimes a Great Awakening!
Luke 3:1-20    Mark 1:1-8
We are going to deepen our spiritual understanding of Advent today by studying several key texts within the story of John the Baptist— or John the Baptizer as he is also being called!

Both gospels!— Mark and Luke—contain thrilling texts describing this spiritual pioneer who set the stage for Jesus!—blazed a “thin place” spiritual trail—on which Jesus took up his own cross—and walked!! 

At the very outset, notice that, in contrast to Matthew and Luke—who introduce us to Jesus through child birth stories!—and John—who introduces us to Jesus through a hymn text about “The Light Shining in the Darkness”—

Mark introduces us to Jesus through the story of John the Baptizer!
· Consider the very first statement in Mark: The beginning of the good news of Jesus Christ, the Son of God.”



NOW…WHAT DOES THAT TELL YOU RIGHT AWAY?
· This is not history! There is some history in Luke’s setting of the scene. And the great Jewish historian, Josephus, writing soon after Jesus was crucified, confirmed John the Baptist’s life and his death at the hands of a vengeful King. 
· Still, the Gospel of Mark is fundamentally a MESSAGE! And the purpose of this message is to convince you!— the listener!—of the wonderfully good news that is to be found in the spiritual ideas of Jesus Christ—in the life Jesus lived—in the intimate relationship Jesus had with God—and in Jesus’ act of self emptying love on the cross
· This message is a saving message! That is, it’s a message that will save  you, the listener, spiritually!—heighten your awareness of the non-physical realm in which God exists and showing you a way to live in that realm daily, hourly even, by following the way of Jesus Christ.
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The message then begins, with both Mark and Luke drawing upon an even older Jewish text: 

As it is written in the prophet Isaiah, “The voice of one crying out in the wilderness; Prepare the way of the Lord, make his paths straight.”
· Why give voice to Isaiah? Because—The community which was gathering around these gospels would have been Jewish. 
· Remember: 90% of the several thousand people who had become

    followers of Jesus Christ 35-40 years after Jesus lived—were Jewish. As


Jews, they would have understood Isaiah! They would have understood the 
Jewish concept of a messenger preparing the way for the Messiah to come. 

· Secondly, by claiming the prophetic authority of Isaiah, Mark and Luke

     are reminding their listeners that John the Baptist was part of a vibrant 
movement within Judaism. And that movement was physically enacting

Isaiah’s words by going into the desert Judean wilderness to


encounter God…….The desert was their “thin place” where the boundary


between the non-spiritual, physical world and the spiritual, non-physical 
world became “thin”—and God could break through and embrace them.
· John was surely acquainted with, perhaps even a part of the Qumran community of only a few hundred people, living in near the Dead Sea. This movement outlived John the Baptist—and the Qumran community is probably the source of the Dead Sea scrolls which were hidden away in very dry caves there for nearly 2,000 years and then discovered in 1948—

     and as we learned when we saw them in the Union Station exhibit a few

     years ago—the text of Isaiah was prominent amongst them! 

· NOW CONSIDER THE MESSAGE: Prepare the way of the Lord; make his paths straight.” 
· Preparing the way! Isaiah, in the prophetic idiom, or way of speaking in Old Testament times, is referring  to the Exodus, which was—and still is—the 
way of freedom, the way of inner and outer liberation.
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· John the Baptizer is saying, “Look! The Light of the World is coming! So it’s time to go ahead and prepare yourselves to become free!

· If he were speaking today, he might say, It’s time now to become free of fear! It’s time to become free of hatred! It’s time to become free of 

want and free of  ignorance!...Free of fear of death!...Free of sin—
sin being the things that  interfere with your  relationship with other 
people and the planet, sin being the things that interfere with your 
relationship with your true self—your soul—and sin being the things 
that interfere with your relationship with God. 

· So this Advent: Think of one way in which you are you not free! 
· And pray for the strength to trust that Jesus who IS coming will set you free from that one thing— if only you will leave self behind!—take up your cross and Follow the Light of the World! 


THAT’S THE MESSAGE!......  
· NOW—notice that the voice delivering this message comes from the wilderness!



I think you could interpret this in two ways. One way, which I have taken

at other times, is to call the wilderness the place where people get lost. The place where

people are lost! The world in which we have become solely focused on our own egos, our worries, frustrations, ambitions, fears, graspings, and so on—and lose sight of God!—Lose our connection to God—which can happen any time, on Tuesday afternoon! Or Thursday morning! Or Saturday night! Or anytime! 



But you could also interpret the voice in the wilderness another way—that is—The wilderness is a good place where people can wake up—become alert—pay attention to your connection with God and to your soul, which is the non physical, spiritual, true self within each of you. 



The wilderness IS THIS ABSOLUTELY necessary refuge from the sound and fury of everyday living! It’s the endless forest, the wild flowers, the rolling waves, the sound of mountain waters, the silence of ancient rocks, the painted desert and

the wild river running through it! The place where wild things are at home and the human being is the visitor!—which is an experience that is essential to our well being because we become more of who we really are—souls traveling! Souls on a journey through the 
non-physical  realm where God always is! 
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· I would guess that it has occurred to most people who have read Mark and Luke’s stories about John that he was probably, in reality, what we might call today “a wild man”.

I suspect that is true: Imagine John in front of a crowd now, a very diverse crowd—made up of Jewish peasants and workers, Roman occupiers, Herod’s spies and allies, oppositional Jewish religious leaders and sympathetic Jewish religious leaders, friends and enemies, curiosity seekers. .


There is John!— “clothed with camel’s hair, with a leather belt around his waist!—he eats grasshoppers and wild honey, and he despises the King, Herod, whom he publically condemns for stealing his half-brother’s wife, Herodias.


And he urges his listeners to prepare for the coming Kingdom of God—
and the “advent” of Jesus by seeking forgiveness of their sins by repenting

re-connecting to God and leading transformed lives which would issue in

radical charity and compassion—sharing of material things, works of peace

even by those engaged in military activities, forsaking corruption in political

and business activities….sound familiar????

    For that he got into a lot of trouble….and has been called a “wild man”!

   I’m sure you can think of someone who has been on the public stage in your lifetime who might be called “a wild man”, and understand John the Baptizer
a little better through the lens of that person’s “wildness”, which in reality is
a kind of blunt truth telling. My own lens is the Rev. Vernon Johns, who

prepared the way for Dr. King in Montgomery, Alabama in the late 1940’s

and early 1950’s.” He once put on his church’s markee directly across from
the Alabama State Capitol, “Is It Okay To Murder Negroes in Montgomery?”,

which didn’t win him any favors with the powers that be there.

    But just as Vernon Johns enabled the people to become inwardly strong
enough to seek to be free when Dr. King came along, so John the Baptist

caused his listeners and followers and to become inwardly receptive to

the message of Jesus, and seek to be transformed by following Jesus and

putting into practice Jesus’s spiritual ideas and Jesus’s way of living a life 

more closely connected to God.
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  And John’s voice still speaks to us today! 
 That voice is saying:

 There is someone coming whom I want you to embrace—Jesus Christ!~

  This will produce a crisis and a conflict within you—because of Christ’s implicit demand that you—I—WE!—change direction, turn around, become a new person—or face the prospects of judgment for failing to live fully yourself—or for standing in the way of others living fully, failing to find and enlarge your own soul and your own soul’s relationship to God. 


     Beyond that spiritual crisis or conflict, though, there is good news!—And that is how John’s story concludes—with many other exhortations, John preached good news to the people—


This good news is 
The one who is coming—Jesus—will baptize you with the Holy Spirit!
The one who is coming—Jesus—will baptize you in the ruach—the breath!—breath which comes into a person and gives new life!
The one who is coming—Jesus—will baptize you in the ruach—the wind!—power!—to do the undoable! To face the unfaceable! To banish fear with love! Not just to endure but to look beyond all the sufferings 
and struggles of this life!

“Comfort Comfort, You My People!”

Tell of peace, thus says our God!”
Comfort those who sit in darkness, Bowed beneath oppression’s load!

O that warning cry obey! Now prepare for God a way!
Let the valleys rise in meeting! And the hills bow down in greeting!”

Amen!

          To me, this is Mark saying: No John the Baptizer! No Jesus!



No John, the wild man! No Jesus with the good news!



No John who answers to no one! No Jesus who answers

solely to God…. 



….which I think is a very good way to step into today’s Advent texts.
