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Mark 1:1-8

The Beginning of the Good News

The writer of the Gospel of Mark tells us what the book is about in the first sentence.  “The beginning of the good news of Jesus Christ, the Son of God.”  The first sentence is not even a complete sentence and my computer underlines it saying “fragment, consider rewriting.” But I like its clarity.  The author is coming from a particular place.  There is no ambiguity about what he believes.  Right-off-the-bat we know this person, or this community for whom he writes, has centered their lives in a relationship with a particular human being, Jesus Christ, who they believe to be “The Son of God.”  
The sentence fragment says it is the “beginning.”  If it is the beginning what is the end?  There is an answer and it will be strange to our ears.  The end is the death and resurrection of Jesus Christ, the Son of God and we are the beneficiaries of that end.  The story is about how this all came to be and how it will always impact us.  

When the author wrote “the beginning” of the good news the reader already knew about the end.  It is all of one piece.  In the end is the beginning and in the beginning is the end.  The cradle and cross are made of the same wood.  The life, death and resurrection of Jesus are all dimensions of this good news.  
When we first encounter “the beginning” of the good news we can’t possibly know how good it is.  The gospel works on us so that the second time we read of its beginning we are different than when we read it the first time.  Our first reading has changed us.  A kind of spiral develops with each reading so that each time we start from a different place and see the truth of the gospel more deeply.  As I keep reading it over and over I am amazed at how much I now see.  It is so much more than what I first saw.  

I think it is fear that keeps us from seeing clearly.  As my fear gradually diminishes my vision clears and I see truth more plainly than I have ever seen it.  The Jesus this book reveals is a source of insight and great joy now.

In year B, the year we are just beginning, we study Mark’s gospel and I look forward to exploring all that it has to teach us.  In my own preparation to preach the content of this book to you I have begun re-reading Robert Hamerton-Kelly’s book, The Gospel and the Sacred, his ground breaking book on the Gospel of Mark.  When I opened it I noticed a notation on the first page that I had written nine years ago.  It said, “First reading, 1/1/06.”  Even then I knew this was one of those books I would have to read more than once with years in between.  In 2006 it was nearly incomprehensible to me but this time it’s making more sense.  As I said, I am less afraid now and more deeply able to hold the sense that Jesus really did bring us good news.  Each time we read Mark, each time we begin it again in our three year lectionary cycle, it is the beginning of the good news but with a deepening freshness that will only get fresher.
We have an entire year to absorb Jesus through this book’s wisdom and be changed by its insights.  We will be focusing on the Gospel of Mark with a sprinkling of the Gospel of John from now until the end of November, 2015.  I encourage you to read Mark’s gospel again and again.  Bath yourself in its imagery and allow it to penetrate your imagination.
The second sentence after the “beginning of the good news” quotes Isaiah 40.  “As it is written in the prophet Isaiah, ‘See, I am sending my messenger ahead of you, who will prepare your way; the voice of one crying out in the wilderness:  “Prepare the way of the Lord, make his paths straight.”

The writer of Mark starts his story with a road straightener, a highway leveler; someone who goes ahead of the One coming and pushes aside all artificial difference used to separate the high and mighty from the despised and lowly.  As all these differences are erased and we wonder how we will organize and rank ourselves without them, Jesus comes revealing the glory of the Lord and we see its full expression on the cross.  The flat plain where nothing stands out and all is jaded and boring, the mall of fundamental sameness, is invaded by Jesus’ willingness to enter into “co-suffering love.”*.  On this second week of Advent this is beginning to happen “for the mouth of the LORD has spoken.”
John the Baptizer, living in the wilderness, the place to which the scapegoat is always driven, recognizes no distinctions between people.  Living outside culture, he is a harsh man who wears camel hair clothing and a leather belt and eats grasshoppers and wild honey.  Proclaiming a baptism by water signifying repentance for the forgiveness of sins he baptizes hordes of people in the River Jordan.  
The Wildman makes a proclamation:  “The one who is more powerful than I is coming after me; I am not worthy to stoop down and untie the thong of his sandals.  I have baptized you with water; but he will baptize you with the Holy Spirit.”  John the Baptist doesn’t understand the full import of what he is saying and we sense his anger at the differences that people use to elevate themselves but he doesn’t  know what to do about it.   He knows he doesn’t have it in him to bear the full weight of all these people who want to follow him.  They will crush him.  Someone far stronger is needed; someone with a new way and a clearer vision.  He has given them all that he has but senses more is needed.  
He thinks the “more” has to do with power defined in the usual way of being able to impose one’s will on another.  He cannot imagine any other force in this cruel world.  The idea of power through the capacity to share the suffering of humanity and strength through the capacity to forgive has not entered his mind.  It is beyond and outside his view.  This is why it takes Jesus Christ, the Son of God, to reveal it.  It will have to be a slow intervention from beyond violence and retribution that continues in time.
John the Baptist is learning that trying harder doesn’t get us where we want to go even though this has been the message he has been proclaiming.  Something more, something different is needed.  Trying harder is just the same old, same old; the mall of fundamental sameness where every shop is different but they are all the same.  Trying harder can temporarily change actions but it does not get to the heart.  It temporarily curbs desire but does not touch desires effervescent source.  
So how do we change desire?  That’s where the Holy Spirit comes in.  John baptizes with water but this One who is coming will baptize with the Holy Spirit.  The Holy Spirit is the Spirit of suffering love and forgiveness that Jesus breathes into us.  It will take the life, death and resurrection of Jesus to reveal it.  Its clearest expression will be from the cross when Jesus prays “Father, forgive them.  They don’t know what they are doing.”  
When Jesus says, “Father forgive them,” we know we too have been forgiven and this awareness changes us and fills us with a desire to live differently.  In fact, we live a life of constantly letting go of the hurts and vengeful impulses precisely because Jesus showed us how and did it himself in relation to us.  Yes, Jesus baptizes us with the Holy Spirit—the spirit of co-suffering love and forgiveness and this Spirit changes our hearts.  This is the beginning of the good news about Jesus Christ, God’s Son.  Amen.
*co-suffering love is a term used by Lazar Puhalo and defined as where you recognize yourself in the suffering of the other.
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