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Having dealt with the last things last Sunday, today, on the second Sunday in Advent we are directed to the beginning of the Christian story. The first chapter of Mark’s Gospel gets down directly to the nitty-gritty of what it wants to convey by saying: ”The beginning of the good news of Jesus Christ, the Son of God”.

Quite an opening line! All good authors know how important an opening line can be. It might make the difference between your readers eagerly looking for the second sentence, or putting down the book with a great yawn. We all remember some of the brilliant openers in English literature, we could have a quiz about them, who said what and where: “It was the best of times, it was the worst of times…” (Dickens: The tale of Two Cities), or “It was a bright cold day in April and the clocks were striking thirteen”. (G Orwell: Nineteen Eighty four), or “The past is a foreign country, they do things differently there (L P Hartley: The Go-Between).


Well, the author of Mark’s Gospel has certainly made its mark; with one short sentence he grabbed the attention both his intended and unintended audience. For the Jewish Christian community, in which the Gospel originated, the word ‘beginning’ would have echoed the very first line of the Jewish Scriptures “In the beginning God created the heaven and the earth.” These early Christians came to believe that the gift of Jesus Christ was to be understood in the same way as the first creation: God’s gracious act of sharing the divine nature now in a new and special way centred in the life and ministry of this Galilean preacher. Referring to the idea of ‘good news’ they would have connected Jesus’ birth to the prophetic works of Isaiah as we heard them in our first reading: 

“Climb to the mountaintop you that bring good news to Zion;

raise your voice and shout aloud,

you that carry good news to Jerusalem,

raise it fearlessly;

say to the cities of Judah, ‘Your God is here!’

They professed that Jesus was indeed good news for them and a sign that God was with them.
But the larger context of these events in first century Palestine was the mighty Roman Empire with all is military, economic, political and ideological power. And they too had their own ‘good news’, which heralded the birth of their greatest emperor, Caesar Augustus, the bringer of universal peace to the world. We can imagine their reaction to Mark’s counter-claim of a different kind of ‘good news’! Not to mention his audacity in subverting another imperial designation, that of ‘Son of God’. According to imperial theology that title too belonged to the emperor. 

Yet the whole amazing title ‘Jesus Christ the Son of God’ was full of a different meaning for those brought up in the Jewish faith. Calling Jesus of Nazareth the Christ, the Messiah, God’s own anointed was to proclaim him as the fulfilment of Israel’s great hope for their long-awaited Saviour. A hope that went back as far as the times of Moses, who was given assurances by God, “I shall raise up for them a prophet like you, one of their own people, and I shall put my words into his mouth and he will declare to them whatever I command him”. (Deut 18:18) For Mark and his community this was the true context in which they saw Jesus regardless of the imperial power, which at that very moment was engaged in violently quelling a Jewish revolt and destroying their sacred Temple in Jerusalem.  

I would imagine that after such a loaded opening line both friend and foe would want to know more. Who is this controversial figure Mark is talking about? So, they eagerly read on; but to their surprise they are made to wait, for it is not Jesus, but a lesser character who is first introduced, John the Baptizer. In one sense John, who is like everyone else around him, is eagerly awaiting the arrival of the promised Saviour, is nothing more than a stop-gap. He is just a link between the promises and their fulfilment. He is a curious figure; he wears camel hair clothing and eats grasshoppers and wild honey. One commentator calls him a combination of Crocodile Dundee and Billy Graham, who is holding his rallies in the wilderness by the river Jordan. For a short while he takes centre stage, he becomes so popular that both country folk and the urban dwellers of Jerusalem flock to him for enlightenment. Yet, according to our gospel writers he is fully aware that he is not the main character. 

Our 21st century society does not have much time for runners-up. Nobody sets out to be second, the greatest awards are always given to the winners, for those who come first. Whether we acknowledge it or not, within our own circles we too like to occupy the centre position. There are areas where we feel we are the experts, we should be listened to and we in the church are not immune to this way of thinking either. Some of us may claim little territories, where we are the undisputed leaders and woe betide if anybody dares to challenge our roles there. Looking at the figure of John the Baptist, we can learn from him; he takes up his position as a crucial link in an ongoing chain of events, yet he is content with a supporting role and does not want to dominate the scene. Advent may be a good time to take stock and honour those among us who quietly and cheerfully get on with their supporting role, who do not aspire to be the centre of attention, who do not expect to be thanked profusely every time they do something for others or for the church. And whilst we are at it, we may like to look inside ourselves too and try to determine how not to be a missing link, even if it means a second place in the pecking order.

During the time of waiting and longing and anticipating God’s saving act John the Baptist has found his calling, de decided to prepare the people the best way he knew how. But he was not just the last prophet of the OT who deserves an honourable mention before the start of the ‘real story’. From the distance of 2000 years he may yet teach us a thing or two about the true Advent spirit. The first thing people would have noticed about John was the simplicity of his appearance and his life style: rough clothing of camel hair with a leather belt around his waist, locusts and wild honey for food. We can’t be sure why he did this. Did he merely follow Israel’s prophetic tradition? Apparently Elijah, the 9th century BCE prophet was known for wearing a leather belt and other prophets also wore coarse hair garments.  Or was it a solidarity act of standing with the poorest of the Judean country side and against the wealthy town’s folk of Jerusalem? Whatever it was, John’s simplicity in appearance and life-style is something we might like to reflect on as we prepare for Christmas. Clearly, I am not advocating camel hair clothing with leather belt as an advent uniform, merely raising the question, could we simplify our celebrations in the light of the One, who was born in the simplest of circumstances and in the light of those multitudes, who even today can hardly survive in similarly reduced circumstances? 

John’s way of preparing people for advent, for the coming of the Saviour, was to call them to repentance; that is a change of heart and mind. Is this something we too could think about during our advent time? What will we do differently this Christmas? If we are getting tired of spending a lot of money on needless or unwanted gifts, is there some other way we could celebrate the arrival of the Christ child? Could we direct our giving towards those who really need it? Could we take up the imaginative Christian Aid gift- challenge and pay for some life necessities in the developing countries on behalf of our loved ones and friends? This kind of change is not easy. Change always involves loss and loss causes pain. But then in order to bring forth anything new and promising you have to go through the painful process of giving birth. Every birth is painful and yet it is borne in the hope of new life, which makes it more than worthwhile. 

Then again, John does not just quietly accept his supporting role beside Jesus; he actively and deliberately becomes the finger that points to Jesus. “After me comes one mightier than I am” – he said. Two things are important to notice here. The finger is not in focus, rather whatever it points to, is the focus. Yet, the whole reason d’etre of the finger is the pointing. Our third advent challenge is to find ways of celebrating, not just at Christmas, but every day of our lives in a manner that point to God, who, in Jesus Christ showed us in tangible ways what God’s kingdom might look like. 

And finally let’s return once more to Mark’s opening line: The beginning of the good news of Jesus Christ the Son of God; let’s observe that there is more than one way to understand it. It could refer to the story of John the Baptist, meaning that he is the beginning of the good news about Jesus. On the other hand it could refer to the whole book; Jesus is the beginning of the good news, he is the one who realized within himself the full potential of human nature and who called his disciples to follow him in that. And if this is so, if Jesus is only the beginning, than we have to be the ones who continue his work. “What Jesus was we are called to be” says Paul Knitter, an American theologian. (Without Buddha I could not be a Christian, Oneworld Publications 2009) And he goes on to say: “What he attained, is what we are called to strive for…. Even though we can’t imagine that we will ever get there…we can come a little close tomorrow than we are today….as we feel the very life and energy of God, love and compassion, flowing through our being”. Let it be so.

