Sermon for the Second Sunday in Advent—Year B

Texts:  Isaiah 40:1-11; Psalm 85:1-2,8-13;  2 Peter 3:8-15a; Mark 1:1-8 

December 7, 2008 

Many of you know that John and I enjoy hiking and camping.

For the first 25 years of our marriage,

Nearly all of our vacations involved camping trips.

One of the first of these was a trip
To the wilderness area of the Allegheny National Forest

In far northwestern Pennsylvania

Along with John’s brother and his family.

John and I, being young and adventuresome,

Decided we wanted to take a hike 
That was beyond the capabilities

Of his brother’s family, which included three small children.

We arranged with Gerry, John’s brother

To drop us at a trailhead,
Which would presumably lead us back to our campground.

Unfortunately, our youthful sense of adventure

Was greater than our commonsense.

Since we were extremely budget limited

We decided to make due with a Forest Service Xerox Map,

Rather than purchasing a typographical map or a trail guide.  

With high hopes, we set off into the wilderness.

Mercifully we were equipped with jackets, water and snacks.  

Initially, we were delighted to be in such a remote wooded area,
Far different than our inner city Philadelphia apartment and neighborhood.

The peace of the wilderness lulled us into a sense of calm and security.

Seeing the sun filtering through the tree canopy

And experiencing  the variety of plant life,

Was restorative to our city choked souls.  

At first, we had no trouble following the trail.

The trail blazes were frequent and the path well cleared. 
We were free to enjoy the serenity of the wilderness. 

After a couple of hours of hiking

We realized that we seemed to have run out of trail blazes

And what we thought was a trail was rapidly fading into a tangle of underbrush.
In the days before cell phones and GPS systems,
Our options were pretty limited.

We could stay where we were,

Risking a cold night in the wilderness in early June,

Praying that someone found us,

Or we could begin re-tracing our steps.  

With fear as our motivator, 

We opted for re-tracing our steps.

The wilderness, which, on the way in,

Had seemed to restore our souls

Now seemed to oppress and entrap us.
However, we no choice but to traverse this wilderness

In order to get to the safety of our campsite.

After what seemed to be an eternity,

We did manage to reach our hike starting point.
However we still had to walk the three or four miles,

Along the road to the campsite,

Over which John’s brother driven us on the way in.

When we arrived after sunset,

John’s brother’s family had begun worry about us.

But after wandering in the wilderness,

We had reached the promised land of warm dinner and a waiting tent.

Just as for us the wilderness
Was a source of both soul restoration and soul choking fear,

Wilderness evoked different images for the people of Jesus’ time.
The Exodus from Egypt is the defining period in Jewish history,

A time when God removed the Jews from the anguish of slavery.

However, The Exodus also carries the image

Of a forty year period of wilderness wandering in order to get to the promised land.    

During that time in the wilderness, 

The Israelites came to know both despair 

And God’s promises to them in the midst of that despair.
In the wilderness, they received the Ten Commandments

And with them the knowledge of their own sinfulness.

They also came to know the God,

Who led them by day and night,

Who fed them with manna

And supplied them with water drawn from a rock.
In the wilderness, they could see God’s presence

As God guided them by a cloud by day

And a pillar of fire at night,

They experienced the terror and despair of the wilderness,

Which tempted to sin in a variety of ways.
When they feared Moses would not return

From his mountaintop experience with God,

They began to worship an idol of a  golden calf.
When they grew bored with the sameness of manna,

They rejected God’s life giving gift.

When the terror of wandering in the wilderness became overwhelming,

They lost faith in the God who had lifted them out of slavery.
The Israelites had to go through the wilderness to get to the promised land.

This wilderness experience had two sides to it.

They came to know God and God’s mercy and protection.

Yet they also experienced fear and despair,

Which led to sin and disobedience.

Most of us today have wilderness areas in our lives.

Times and places in which we wander in search of a promised land.

These “in between wandering times” can be times of great growth,

But can also be times of despair or anguish.

Some of these “wandering in the wilderness” times

Are deliberately chosen and planned for.

A time of schooling such as college or trade training

Is a experience you chose,

But one you have to go through

To get to the promised land of career and employment.

During such a time, you grow and change,

But the growth does not come 

Without struggle and pain,

And much of the struggling has to be done all by yourself.
The job itself, on the other side of the promised land,
Which provides support for yourself and possibly your family,
Sometimes turns out to be a wilderness itself.

This promised job can leave you with feelings of desolation,

Spiritually dry, and emotionally drained.

If you are experiencing a job wilderness, 
You may have to ask in what direction God is calling you?

On the other hand, some of our wilderness times are not chosen.

For example, grief is a wilderness time.

In which we experience a whole range of emotions, 
Feeling as if we are by ourselves.

Yet is in this grief experience,

That we often have profound encounters with the God of the cross.
While we are in deep grief,

We have the sense of wandering in uncharted territory.

Yet we have to go through the lamentations, 
Calling for God to be present with us,

In order to emerge safely on the other side. 

For many of us, Advent is yet another wilderness experience,

One that is often not fully welcomed.

Christmas beckons and we want to rush through the Advent season

To get to the promised land of Christmas.

We don’t really want to spend this time waiting and watching.  

We don’t really want to linger among scenes of apocalypse,

With stars falling from heaven, 

Or John the Baptist, eating locust and wild honey, calling people to repentance.

We want to get to deck the halls, the holly and the ivy,

And to Bethlehem, the stable and the babe in the manger.

But just as the Israelites had to experience God in the wilderness

To fully appreciate the Promised Land,

We have to experience God in the waiting and watching of Advent,

To feel the impact of the tiny babe in the manger,

And the angels heralding good news from heaven.  

When Isaiah spoke of a voice crying in the wilderness,

And Mark introduced John crying in the wilderness,

Their listeners would have immediately associated the wilderness

With the Exodus experience of the Israelites.

They would have been able to feel both the God experience

And the terror of the isolation and wandering.  

They would have understood the voice in the wilderness as a prophetic voice,

Calling people, who had been prepared by the rigors of the wilderness,

For an encounter with God or one carrying the Word of God.  
In Isaiah, God promises comfort for God’s people,
And the one crying in the wilderness

Speaks of the constancy of God’s Word
In a setting of decay and inconstancy.

No matter what else happens,

God’s Word is a constant presence.

In Mark, it is John crying in the wilderness,

Calling the people to repentance,
In preparation for the coming of God’s Word in Jesus. 

Mark tells of the beginning of the Good News
Of Jesus the Messiah.

In Mark’s story of the Gospel,

It is John the Baptizer who offers the promise,

Of the one who is coming to change the world

By baptism with the Holy Spirit.

God’s people in the midst of the wilderness of exile,

Or the wilderness of Roman occupation,

Could depend on meeting God in that wilderness

And on the constancy of God 

In an ever changing world. 

For God’s people,

In the midst of the wilderness experience,

There is the Good News

Of the encounter with the Word of God.
In your life,
In whatever wilderness experience you are having,

Mark’s Gospel of Jesus the Messiah

Provides you with the Good News of a God

Who comes down in the midst of whatever is happening to you. 

For you, who are in the midst of some life changing event,

A wilderness that is both challenging you and exhausting you,

You have the promise of the presence of Jesus, God with you.

For you who are in the wilderness of grief,

A grief that entangles you,

And that seems to offer no escape,

The Word of God offers both the presence of the One who comforts,
And the words of lamentation to express the grief.

For you who are struggling in the wilderness of a job

Or the hopelessness of no job,

Isaiah promises the constancy of God’s Word to guide you,

And Mark offers the promise of a Messiah,

One experienced in the daily struggles of life,

Who is with you each and every day. 

As you wander in our own wilderness,,

The Word of God, heard in the promises of Isaiah and Mark

Is like a spiritual GPS, that seeks you out

Offering comfort, guidance

And a way through the hills and valleys of life.  

In this season of hope and the growing light of the Advent wreath,

When we feel the almost magnetic pull toward the manger

And the irresistible rush toward the celebration of Christmas,

John the Baptist is calling us to linger
In the starkness of Advent just a bit longer.  

John is calling you to the wilderness

To watch and wait, to repent and prepare.  
The monastics have a alternative greeting to Merry Christmas.

They say to one another, “May Christ be born in you.”

May the comfort of Isaiah

And the promise of John the Baptist

Help you to dwell in the season of Advent,
Lingering for just a bit in the wilderness,

Giving time for nGod to prepare your heart
For Christ to be born in you.

Amen
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