Paul Walker     CEC      12/7/08       Mark 1:1-8       “The Meaning of John the Baptist”
     It’s John the Baptist time again. He shows up every Advent. Like the strange bachelor uncle who comes to your house every Christmas, here he comes again. He’s still dressed in the same strange way: camel’s hair and a leather belt. He still eats the same strange food: locusts and wild honey. He still hasn’t cut his hair and he still doesn’t have any possessions. And he still tells the same strange story: repent and be baptized.

     When your strange bachelor uncle comes you are usually ready for him to leave. He doesn’t exactly draw a crowd. The odd thing about John the Baptist is that he does draw a crowd – a really big crowd. The Bible says that “all the country of Judea and all Jerusalem were going out to him.” That’s a lot of people.

     That detail struck me this time around. Big crowds of people usually show up to be entertained or if there is some profit or advantage to be had. Big crowds of people do not usually show up to be told that they are sinners and that they had better repent and be baptized. People don’t usually show up in big numbers to openly share what is wrong with them. So why did all Judea and all Jerusalem go out to the wilderness to be baptized by John?

     I’m sure there was some curiosity, because John was the first real prophet in 400 years. His coming was a major deal. But still, a spectacle doesn’t make people trudge out to the wilderness to hear bad news about themselves. In Matthew’s account, John the Baptist even calls the crowds insulting names: “You brood of Vipers!”

     It reminds a little bit me of Monty Python’s “Office of Abuse” skit, where a man shows up to pay for a good argument but mistakenly goes to the room 12 instead of room 12 A. He opens the door and an angry man calls him a “SNOTTY-FACED HEAP OF PARROT DROPPINGS.”  Brood of Vipers isn’t much better. 

     So why do they come? I think people flock to John because they know they need help and forgiveness. As one commentator says, John tapped into the Jewish people’s desperate desire for change. Sensing your own brokenness and need is a great gift from God. That’s the first big idea in this sermon: acknowledging your own brokenness, confessing your own sin, being acutely aware of your own need is a gift from God and the place to begin.

     We can dull this need in many ways. Shopping is one way. I’m sure you were as appalled as I was to read about the Walmart store clerk who was trampled to death on Black Friday by shoppers desperate for bargains. They jumped right over his body. When the management tried to close the store to deal with the death, the shoppers complained that they had waited in line for hours.

     What I’m saying is that knowing your brokenness and neediness is a great gift, but there are many distractions, many narcotics around to divert our attention and dull our senses. Maybe it’s not a coincidence that John the Baptist was in the wilderness, away from the hustle. As Pascal says, “all men’s miseries derive from not being able to sit in a quiet room alone.”  I wouldn’t go that far, but it is true that we have no end of diversions to distract us from our need for help, our need to repent. And it is that need that is at the heart of our passage today.

     I’m a huge fan of A.A. and other 12 step groups. They have got this part down. Step 1, of course, is admitting that you have a problem and confessing that you are powerless to overcome it. Sam Shoemaker, the Rector of Calvary Church in NYC, played a big part in founding A.A. in the 1930’s. Listen to what he says about what the church should learn from A.A. 

“The first thing I think the Church needs to learn from AA is that nobody gets anywhere til he recognizes a clearly-defined need. These people do not come to AA to get made a little better. They do not come because the best people are doing it. They come because they are desperate. They are not ladies and gentlemen looking for a religion, they are utterly desperate men and women in search of redemption. Without what AA gives, death stares them in the face. With what AA gives them, there is life and hope. There are not a dozen ways, there are not two ways, there is one way; and they find it, or perish.

Is there anything as definite for you or me, who may happen not to be alcoholics? If there is, I am sure that it lies in the realm of our conscious withholding of the truth about ourselves from God and from one another, by pretending that we are already good Christians.

I hear of 'good Christian men and women' belonging to 'fine old church families.' There were no good Christians in the first church, only sinners. Peter never let himself or his hearers forget his betrayal in the hour the cock crew Today, the last place where one can be candid about one's faults is in church. In a bar, yes, in a church, no. I know; I've tried both places.'
Let that sting you and me just as it should, and make us miserable with our church Pharisaism till we see it as just as definite and just as hideous as anybody's drunkenness can ever be, and a great deal more really dangerous.

    So all Judea and all Jerusalem did not have this problem of pretending to be good, because they all went to John to repent and be baptized.

     But, they had another problem. And that problem is the 2cd big idea of this sermon. Their problem was that what John offered them wasn’t enough. Yes, John was a great prophet. Yes, John was the first prophet in 400 years. Yes, as Jesus says, “among those born of women there has arisen no one greater than John the Baptist.” But still, what he offers isn’t enough to fundamentally address the sin and brokenness of desperate people. John represents the religion of Israel; people in search of redemption need way more than religion.

     John ultimately can’t solve the problem of repentance and forgiveness of sin. With the Old Covenant, just as in every other religion, human beings are caught up in the fate of Sisyiphus. Sisyphus is a figure in Greek mythology who is condemned to repeat forever the same meaningless task of pushing a rock up a mountain, only to see it roll down again. Camus comments on this myth, recognizing the absurdity of life in this meaningless cycle, and concludes that “the struggle itself is enough to fill a man’s heart. One must imagine Sisyphus happy.”
      That’s pretty grim. I don’t know about you, but I’m not happy when I’m caught in the same cycle of despair or sin or brokenness. I can’t image John the Baptist told all of Jerusalem that the struggle is enough to fill a heart. All who are stung by their sin, need immediate help for the sting. Knowing that he can’t offer anything lasting, John points to the One who can. “After me comes he who is mightier than I, the strap of whose sandals I am not worthy to stoop down and untie.” 

      John points to the very first sentence of the very first gospel: “The beginning of the gospel of Jesus Christ, the Son of God.” Mark chapter 1, verse 1. And this gospel, this news of the One who is coming, changes everything. The old has gone and the new has come. John the Baptist, the strange Advent prophet, does his job: he points to Christmas. He points to Jesus.

     And this is the third and final idea of this sermon. Jesus comes and ends the sisyphean struggle of life. For Jesus Christ brings something new: He brings grace.  Jesus Christ is the beginning of Grace. He brought and brings this entirely new message to ailing men and women.  To be appropriately startled by this news, it helps to know that the face of God revealed in Jesus Christ is utterly inconsistent with all that had come before.

     All religions, including Judaism, believed that God dealt with righteous and upright people. Religion heretofore was based on a ladder principle: summon up your spiritual worth and effort and climb up to God. He will accept those who are worthy.

     Jesus, however, sees that because of sin there is an ineradicable gulf between God and man. No one is worthy. According to this new gospel, salvation consists in this: God of His free grace comes down to meet man. There is NO LADDER!  Jesus lays the stress on the fact that man has forfeited his righteousness AND YET God accepts him. Not only can man not climb the ladder – there is no ladder. God is here alongside us! 

     This Advent, John the Baptist tells us once again - for those who know their need for redemption, there are not a dozen ways, there are not two ways, there is one way. Jesus Christ, the way, the truth and the life has found us, so that we will not perish.  Amen.

