Prepare the Way: Mark 1:1-20

At the seminary that I attended in Atlanta, Georgia, there were daily chapel services for students and staff. They were often led by seminary students from a variety of Christian denominations, which meant that worshippers were always being exposed to new worship practices. For the most part, the changes that we experienced in worship throughout the week were fairly small. A new hymn here. The smell of incense there.
Of course, there were a few worship practices that contained a little bit of shock factor for this Midwestern Lutheran. One such practice occurred at a service led by my classmates from the African American Methodist tradition, known as AME. When the gospel music had been sung, the scripture read, and it came time came for the sermon, someone got up and began to speak. Naturally, I settled back into my chair—as I see many of you are doing right now—assuming that the man who spoke was the preacher for the day. However, after several impassioned minutes of giving thanks, praising God for the gifts that we’d been given, and imploring the people to prepare their hearts and minds for what was to come, the man took an unexpected turn. He began to introduce the preacher for the day. It turns out that in that tradition and many others a preacher doesn’t rise to speak without a leader from the congregation first giving them a flattering and thorough introduction. 
[I can see the wheels in Pastor Aune’s brain turning now.]
Having grown up here—in the heart of Humility, USA—introducing the preacher always seemed a little showy to me. I admit that even after years living in the South, I never got used to this practice. However, I did come to understand how it functioned over time. The introduction carefully connected the congregation with a newcomer. By citing the preacher’s various qualifications, the one who introduced the preacher assured the congregation that the preacher could be trusted. And the one who gave the introduction prepared the congregation to listen often suggesting that instead of settling back into their chairs, they might consider sitting up with open ears, hearts, and minds to receive the message that was to come.
+++
Today, in the first chapter of Mark’s gospel, we hear John the Baptist introducing Jesus, who is the preacher for the day—the year—well, for the rest of time.
When John the Baptist appears on the scene, it is easy to think that he is the preacher. It’s easy to think that he’s the main event. After all, he appears in camel hair and leather and feasts on locusts and honey. His attire, combined with the locusts and honey, make him appear like a bit of a sensational figure to those of us reading this story a couple thousand years after the fact. But, what isn’t entirely apparent to those of us reading this passage now is that John’s food and dress would have linked him to Elijah, the powerful and popular prophet that we learned about earlier this fall in 1 Kings. While John’s dress and diet may make him a person that we would be unlikely to trust—or to bring home to meet our mother—the camel hair and locusts were signs of his trusted connection to God for those who met him in the wilderness. 
In addition to the camel hair and locusts, John was quoting the prophets as he traveled in the wilderness. His biblical knowledge is a little confused here. We hear him begin by citing Malachi, a prophet that we read in November. But, by the end of his quotation he’s using the words of Isaiah—another Old Testament prophet familiar to us because of the Narrative Lectionary. We’ll let him off the hook for confusing his sources. And it appears that the crowds that come to John in the wilderness do too. After all, John hits the nail on the head in terms of what he says: The Lord is coming. Confess your sins. Repent. Receive forgiveness. There is another one coming after me. And he’s the one for whom we’ve been waiting.
If John were speaking into our context, we might imagine him saying: You over there, typing on your smartphone while the sermon is preached, put it away. You over there gazing out the window while we confess our sins, it’s time to focus. You who cannot seem to let go of your connection to money, start by giving some of it away. You who trample on the poor, it’s time to amend your ways. You who mistreat your family and friends, now is the time to get help. You who drown out the voices of the prophets with mindless entertainment, listen up. You who stayed up too late last night [raise hand], it’s time to wake up. You who listen from afar and think that you’ve got nothing to change, stop fooling yourself. Because another one is coming, and I promise you that you don’t want to miss the message that he brings. You don’t want anything standing in your way when he comes. And I know you won’t believe it, but I’m not worthy to untie his sandal. That’s right—he’s the one that the prophets foretold. Trust me, he’s the one for whom we’ve been preparing all these years. He’s coming soon. And this is good news for you and for me.
John’s is a ringing endorsement—a preacher’s introduction like none other. John assures the people that Jesus is someone that they can trust. And he urges them to sit up with open ears, hearts, and minds and ready themselves for the gospel message that Jesus would soon bring into the world. John’s message of preparation is really important. We know this because when Jesus comes onto the scene verses later and asks the fishermen to follow him, they are prepared to drop their nets right then and there, jump out of their boats, and walk into new life with Jesus. 
+++
John’s call to prepare the way seems like the right message for us to hear today as we enter into a new year. For many of us, today feels like a day of new beginnings. If historical trends have anything to say, the majority of Americans hope that this year will be different—we’ll lose weight, get fit, quit smoking, learn something new, eat healthier, get out of debt, spend more time with family, travel to new places, be less stressed, drink less, or volunteer more. We resolve to make this year new. 
While I don’t think John would discourage us from aiming to care for our bodies or increase the time that we spend in community in 2012, I think he’d say that if our hopes and expectations for the New Year stop there, then we’ve missed today’s gospel message entirely. Instead, John asks us to prepare for a new way of living in the New Year. He’s asking us to focus our attention, let go of what needs letting go, amend our ways, get help where we need it, listen to what the Spirit is whispering, wake up to the life that we’ve been given, and stop deceiving ourselves that nothing needs changing. 
Why? 
Because today John introduces us to the life changing good news that the Divine Preacher has become flesh and chosen to live among us. And John doesn’t want another year to go by in which we fail to hear the good news that the one whom the prophets foretold has come. John doesn’t want another year to go by without us really believing the good news that God is right here with us. And John doesn’t want another year to go by in which we hesitate to drop our nets, jump out of our boats, and walk into new life with Jesus.
Now is the time, John says. 
Our Preacher has come. 
Thanks be to God.
