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Second Sunday in Advent/December 7, 2008
“Good News Begins in the Wilderness”

Mark 1:1-8

Pastor Wayne Zschech


The beginning of the good news of Jesus Christ, the Son of God… “See, I am sending my messenger ahead of you, who will prepare your way; the voice of one crying in the wilderness: ‘Prepare the way of the Lord, make his paths straight.’”


How many of you remember reading Michael Rosen’s book We’re Going On a Bear Hunt? Do you remember how it starts out? “We’re going on a bear hunt. We’re gonna catch a big one. What a beautiful day! We’re not scared.” And then “Uh-oh” we run into some problems. First its long wavy grass, followed by a deep river, thick oozy mud, a dark forest, and a swirling snowstorm before reaching the cave. 

And do you remember how each problem is addressed? “We can’t go over it. We can’t go under it. OH-NO! We have to go through it!” Through the swishy grass, splashing through the river, squelching through the mud, stumble tripping through the forest, and through the whirling snowstorm we must go before finally tip-toeing through the cave to finally find a bear.
Well according to the gospel of Mark, the beginning of the good news of Jesus Christ begins in the wilderness. Uh-oh! Wildernesses aren’t very pleasant. Let’s face it. They had to build Las Vegas in order for the wilderness to be considered a destination for rest and relaxation. Food and water are scarce in the wilderness. The weather is extreme in the wilderness. Snakes and insects are poisonous, and the animals can eat you in the wilderness. Shelter is hard to find in the wilderness. 

But the good news of Jesus Christ begins in the wilderness. We can’t go over it. We can’t go under it. We have to go through it. We have to go through it, because it is only in going through the wilderness that we come out on the other side closer to God. The Israelites journeyed forty years through the wilderness to the land of milk and honey God had promised Abraham generations before. They journeyed again through the wilderness when they came out of exile in Babylon and rebuilt the city of Jerusalem.
And it is in the wilderness that the Israelites now travel in today’s gospel to the river where John is baptizing for the repentance of sins. For in the wilderness they not only experience God, but will be changed and transformed in the process. In the wilderness they receive a baptism for the forgiveness of sins. It is by going through the wilderness they will experience repentance, a turning toward and being in relationship with God. And going through the wilderness prepares us for the change that comes with forgiveness and repentance. The wilderness prepares us for the good news of being in relationship with God.

Advent is a season of preparation and repentance. It is also a time in our nation and world that has its fair share of wildernesses to go through. For many the economy is presenting a unique form of wilderness. It seems everywhere you look there are people being laid off. Factories, stores and offices are letting people go by the tens and hundreds, if not thousands. Others are wondering when they will be next. Retirees worry if their pension plans will be as sufficient in the long run as initially calculated. Economic uncertainty is a wilderness we may all have to go through at one time or another. 
With the terrorist acts in Mumbai we may also wonder, “How long until terrorists strike again on American soil?” Others wonder how long it may be until the cancer comes back. Still others worry for the lives of loved ones living in places where every day is a risk whether serving in the military or the volunteer in hostile territory. Living with the threat to life is a wilderness more people walk through than we want.

Yet, the gospel writer Mark reminds us that the beginning of the good news of Jesus Christ begins in the wilderness. It is in the wilderness experiences of our lives that we come to terms not only with our own limitations, but God’s limitless resources for life. The Israelites depended on God for manna every morning and quail every night for the forty days they journeyed in the wilderness. They trusted God in leading them back and rebuilding the city of Jerusalem. And now it is in the wilderness they wade in the waters of the Jordan to be baptized by John. And with that baptism, they look forward to the new life of repentance that comes with the forgiveness of sins.

The Wilderness can be a scary place. But it is a place of preparation too. The wilderness places of our lives oftentimes strip us of all the securities and safety nets that we previously clung to for life and salvation. Maybe it was financial security. Maybe it was military might. Maybe it was good health. Whatever it was, in the wilderness we find it no longer there. All we have is the God who journeys with us and calls us to a new life, a changed life, with Jesus Christ, the Son of God. 

The good news of Jesus Christ begins in the wilderness but it ends in the resurrection and new life God offers through it. But as Jesus’ crucifixion, death and burial showed us, we must go through the wilderness of death to experience new life. We can’t go over it. We can’t go under it. We must go through it, clinging to the promise the whole way through that God will not abandon us and will keep the promise made in our baptism. There will be a new day that will dawn. For every Good Friday God promises and Easter morning. And into the darkness of winter’s Advent, the light of Christ will shine. 
