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Introduction to the Scripture

Welcome to Advent! Over the next four Sundays, (and yes, Christmas Eve is the 4th Sunday of
Advent, come collect your merit badge for 3 church services in one day!) we are going to be exploring
Advent as the beginning of our Jesus scriptures. We will be reading the beginning of each of the four
Gospels, to see what we can learn for this season of waiting, and beginning from the waiting and
beginning of the first followers of Jesus.

Starting at the top then, we come to the Gospel of Mark, which comes second in the New Testament,
but is actually the earliest Gospel account we have. Mark, and an additional source lost to time make
up the bulk of how Matthew and Luke, and sometimes John, but that’s another story altogether… so
this is the beginning of the beginning of Jesus stories that we know. Except, it may not be quite the
beginning you would expect…

Sermon

Happy Advent! Happy becoming, arriving, beginning. So, do you feel like you missed a step
somewhere with the scripture somewhere?

I take comfort in the beginning of the Gospel of Mark: it really highlights the Jesus as young adult part
of life and ministry. Anyone who has struggled through their twenties to find what they are called to do
with themselves… this is the Gospel for you, you get Jesus who lived an entirely unremarkable life (at
least, it is unremarked on) until he was about 30. I hear tell he might have even lived with his mom.
Millennials, Jesus knows your pain, and is Good News.

The beginning of the Good News of Jesus Christ starts well into the life of Jesus Christ, which is
fabulous for so many of us who are afraid that we have missed our grand entrance into the world.

The beginning of the Good News of Jesus—which starts in the middle, then, is that the middle is
always a good time for a new beginning.

“Into this world, this demented inn in which there is absolutely no room for him at all, Christ comes
uninvited.” ― Thomas Merton

In the theme of this beginning/middle time comes John the Baptist proclaiming a baptism of
repentance.

I tend to have a reaction to this, feeling that John is fire and brimstone, in some way… he’s come to
tell everyone how bad they are and how much they have to shape up.

http://bible.oremus.org/?passage=Mark+1:1-8


If, instead, you place John in his historical context, you get a different take: This is a world in which
atonement for sins, transgressions, and just the every day stuff of life was handled through the
religious and economic reality of the Jerusalem temple complex—an expression of Jewish worship of
the time— co-opted by the Roman empire. For a new year, if you wanted to be reconciled to each
other and to God, you traveled to the temple and you made the appointed sacrifices. All of which cost
you in money and time, and which you would have to rinse and repeat again soon…

John comes preaching repentance as the key, (repentance just means turning around). Rather than
binding us to the system of sacrifices, we simply reconciled ourselves with God and our neighbor. God
was right there in relationship with us… God was with us, and was coming even closer.

This was, at the same time, both a much easier and harder grace. The penance—the cost, or the
sacrifice—was the end of what has come before, and that can be costly indeed. Because it is not just
a spiritual, moral, or intellectual experience, it is an action of renewal itself, right in the middle of life.

There is a lot of ending in life that we are anxious about. Endings we are afraid to have come. Which
means, we are frightened of beginnings. To get to a beginning, a new beginning, step one of the
recipe is: find yourself an ending, no matter the cost.

John came, reminding us that if we would be so bold as to face life’s endings, God would be there in
the midst of a new beginning. Jesus was coming, not pristine or wrapped in a halo from birth—at least
not in this gospel. Jesus was coming right there in the middle of life, meeting us where we were, to
face the new beginning with us.

Where are you looking for a new beginning? What is the end that it will cost you?

I know, for me, in the midst of the news of the last few weeks… And this is where I will do a thing I
haven’t done before, and say, I am preaching to the men—however you identify yourself within that
group: we have some work to do. We have to begin again as a culture and a society with how we are
in the world. We have to call an end to all of the politicians, celebrities, executives, leaders, writers,
preachers… We have to call an end to the culture that has for too long allowed men to use power and
position to exploit, harass, and assault others.

To be a part of a new beginning here… I know that it will cost me: all of the easy pride of being “one of
the good ones” (as if that could ever be a source of pride when we have seen how horrifically low that
bar truly is,) all of the delusion that the universe will bend itself towards justice without ever making me
sit in a place of discomfort or effort to shape it so. All of the quiet privilege that I have benefited from…
All of it.

Time to call and end, and find in the beginning, new hope. New life. To find God with us, in the image
of us all, all genders all peoples.

Advent, as Western European churches have experienced it in the winter, is deeply connected with the
Good News of new possibility… as the earth itself slept around them. The evangelion held them in the
dying of the light, and the old growth of the summer past, the cold which drew families indoors and
into themselves… but it did not leave them there. Advent, these Gospels, these stories of Jesus
borning, living, dying, reborning, reliving… reminded them that there will be another season. There will
be another growth of Spirit, of hope, of life. God is not done with us yet these Gospels say, and see,
God “is doing a new thing.”



There is a new beginning in each of us and all of us. No matter the season, no matter the situation.
God is with us, Emmanuel, in our turning, in our endings, and our beginnings.

This sermon concluded with a reading of Blessing When the World is Ending, by Jan Richardson ©
Jan Richardson. janrichardson.com.

http://adventdoor.com/2014/11/23/advent-1-blessing-when-the-world-is-ending/

