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Texts:  
Isaiah 40:1-11; Psalm 85:21-2, 8-13; 2 Peter 3:8-15a; and Mark 1:1-8

Have you been out to see the Christmas lights yet? 
It is time for you to drive around neighborhoods and enjoy the beauty of 

the lights and unique displays in yards across the city. 
I’m always interested to see the colors that show up, the designs that can 

be so creative. Santa and his sleigh, reindeer, the nativity scene in some with 
Mary and Joseph and baby Jesus. Shepherds and wise men, angels sometimes. 
And then of course right in the middle of it you sometimes see the logo of 
someone’s favorite alma mater – nothing like a manger and a large A&M or UT 
sign in the middle there. Who needs just the star of Bethlehem when the Rice 
Owl will do right?!

Have you ever seen John the Baptist in any of the nativity scenes? 
He would be this hairy, unkempt, wild-looking guy wearing camel’s hair. 

Has anyone noticed a figure like that in any of the nativity yard displays?
Christmas cards are another one where he is conspicuously absent. I 

do not remember ever receiving one with John the Baptist preaching in the 
desert. 

There is a reason for that, of course. 
John the Baptist does not at all match the way we celebrate this season. 

Christmas is about the birth of Jesus as Matthew and Luke report that holy 
night many years ago. Mary, Joseph, angels, manger, shepherds, wise men; a 
child is born unto us. 

What does John the Baptist have do with all of that?
For the Gospel of Mark, everything. Instead of beginning the Gospel 

with the birth story of Jesus or at least the birth story of John, the genealogy 
of Jesus, the good news begins with John out in the wilderness preaching the 
words of Isaiah that we heard in full a bit ago.

Those words from Isaiah give the inspiring and compelling vision of 
God’s reign when all will be made right again. This is good news. 
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This vision was good news to exiled people in the time of the prophet, 
yearning to return to their homeland. This vision was inspiring to people of 
John’s time living in a time of conflict and Roman occupation. 

This kind of vision is inspiring good news in any time in history, includ-
ing ours…Making right the uneven ground, the rough places, the crooked ways, 
mountains and valleys — and we could add Congressional gridlock, protests 
and riots and shootings, racial conflict, wars and marital strife, children’s 
troubles, death and loneliness, and each one of you filling in that blank. We can 
comfortably claim that God’s vision includes reconciliation in our time, too.

Preparation is a part of this season. To prepare, John the Baptizer said 
we are to repent. 

Repentance means change. Change is not possible, of course, if we be-
lieve that we are doing just fine. Repentance begins with the acknowledge-
ment that everything isn’t fine. Not with me, not with my community, not with 
this world. Repentance and change means admitting we are off course, that 
left to ourselves we will head the wrong direction. We are in need of a saving. 
We need what this vision of God will bring about.

The business of preparing is a hallmark activity of this season. Prepar-
ing for company to come over for Christmas dinner, preparing decorations 
around the house, preparing your heart for that family member who is hard to 
get along with, preparing for the office party, preparing presents to be put to-
gether and wrapped.

Most of us are pretty good at preparing for these things. 
Other stuff is harder to prepare for: the first Christmas without your 

loved one, Christmas without a job, Christmas splits between families, Christ-
mas away from home, Christmas customs and celebrations on someone else’s 
terms. Asking for forgiveness, going home.  

These are not easy to prepare for. 
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Repentance, or metanoia in the original language, is not a particularly 
religious word actually. It is rather an ordinary, everyday usable word for turn-
ing around and going the other way.

So if I am headed in the wrong direction, what should I do? 
If community or country or world is headed in the wrong direction, 

what should we do?  
Our ready answer is usually that we should work a little hard at relation-

ships, maybe we should will ourselves to live better, make those resolutions; 
we should get busy proving that we are worth Jesus coming, that we are worth 
the love invested in us.

Is that it? Do we just try harder and prove ourselves to God?
Is that what it is to prepare for Christ’s coming? To get busy and get 

better. 
Is that the answer?
Richard Rohr says, “Most of us were taught that God would love us if and 

when we change. In fact, God loves you so that you can change. What empow-
ers change, what makes you desirous of change is the experience of love. It is 
that inherent experience of love that becomes the engine of change.”

Love. That is the essence of the good news of God. This is what drives 
God from Old Testament to New. That love is what drives God to restore the 
people to their homeland, to send Jesus into the world, to bring redemption 
and reconciliation today, this love of God for all people, for you and me, and 
for this world. And if we were to embrace this love, change would come to you 
and me and to this world.

I am so drawn to chapter 40 of Isaiah. “Comfort O Comfort My People” is 
so often heard in the tenor’s voice of Handel’s Messiah and is music to the ears 
of a broken world. 

The earliest depictions of Jesus, in art and written form after the Bible’s 
formation as we know it, are of Jesus the shepherd. And the words of Isaiah 
here come to mind: tender gatherer, comforter, master. 
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And that is so often how I experience and witness Jesus’ presence in the 
world today.

As a high school senior I was the drum major of the band. I enjoyed that 
role and of course in high school you prepare for contest later in the Fall and 
there are all sorts of thrills and pressures associated with that. I will never for-
get one day at practice outside. 

I think it was October, and I was up on that podium conducting the band 
as they marched and played. We couldn’t quite get it right you know. The band 
director was in my ear. He had a metronome going faster and faster and he 
amped up the speed even more than the piece required. I guess so that I might 
push the limits a bit. But I cracked. Tears began to come from who knows 
where, and I called an abrupt end to that piece of the practice. 

We had at the time a consultant helping us. Mike was his name. He was a 
big guy several inches taller than me and much bigger. He had a big beard, no 
leather belt or locusts, but everything else was close!

I came down from that ladder with tears in my eyes. The band was tak-
ing a water break at this point. And all he did was give me a big bear hug. 

And this confident, high school senior, on top of the world, began to 
weep. Two months before that a friend in my youth group had taken his own 
life; I had never wept for that. Who knows what else was wrapped up in that 
moment, and it didn’t matter.

This man whose job it was to prepare us rigorously for the contest to 
come was in this moment the same one who gathered me in as a sheep ten-
derly cares for his own. And even though he was completely silent, he might as 
well have said, “comfort o comfort…”

And so it is with God. 
The one who nudges us to good change is the same one who embraces 

us first and last.
That’s just my story, but our proclamation this Advent is that really some 

version of that same story of God with humanity.



Good News Is Coming • December 7, 2014 • Rev. Thomas A. (Tommy) Williams • Page 5

Our best preparation this season perhaps is to know most deeply that 
there is a God who loves us and that is the good news that saves.


