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Isaiah 40:1-11, Mark 1:1-8 
 

“The beginning of the Good News of Jesus Christ, the Son of God!” This is how the Gospel of Mark 

begins. Most scholars agree that Mark’s was the first of the gospel accounts to be written, probably 

recording a story that had been circulating orally. So, the earliest Christians started the story of Jesus’s 

salvation of the world with this bold statement. And then immediately (as Mark is fond of saying) the 

story moves to John the Baptist in the wilderness, proclaiming an invitation to turn toward something 

new and lifegiving, to be baptized into this bold good news. Then he baptizes Jesus and, right after a 

grueling, 40-day retreat in the wilderness, Jesus begins his ministry of gathering, teaching, healing, 

loving, sacrificing and rising from the dead. We have to wait until Matthew and Luke to get 

background about Jesus’s family, birth, and upbringing. For Mark, there is an urgent need to tell the 

story of Jesus’s invitation into abundant life. 

I am more excited about this new beginning than ever before! I so need a new beginning and don’t we 

all? Things feel especially dark and depressing right now, much more than in the normal Advent 

experience of short days and long, cold nights. We are still in the grip of this terrible pandemic, and, 

while the news of vaccines is promising, there is still a long way to go before we can breathe easy 

again. I have been fortunate to have some sabbatical time in the last two months and have used that 

time to study Christian hope and various ways to organize and gather and encourage communities 

around a sense of abundance and possibility and the potential of new life that we can realize through 

understanding, celebrating and sharing our gifts. I can’t wait to put this new and renewed learning to 

use. I’m so excited to begin anew in celebrating Jesus’s Good News. And I have to be patient and to 

invite our community to a posture of patience balancing our excitement at possibilities. 

Mark’s second word means “good news” or “gospel.” That is ultimately his message. His first word 

means “the beginning.” We are at the beginning, not the end, and there’s a long way to go to get to the 

ultimate promise of eternal life. Much later in the story, Luke describes in the opening chapter of the 

Book of Acts, how the apostles ask the risen Jesus just before his ascension if that is the time that he 

will restore the Kingdom to Israel. Jesus responds that it is not for us to know God’s time. It is time for 

us to believe, follow Jesus, and practice the ways of repentance, reconciliation, faith, hope and love that 

he taught us, and, filled with the Holy Spirit, to proclaim the beginning of the good news to the world. 

Rewind back to Advent and we are reminded that good news is beginning! Hope is our friend.  

So, how can we refocus from our impatience in dark isolation to the urgent hope of Christ? How can 

we experience this new beginning and the promise of new life and new possibilities that are truly 

ahead?  

First, we must embrace the wilderness. Mark continues the beginning of his good news by quoting 

some scripture in which God’s prophet invites the people to prepare the way for God in the wilderness. 

We often focus on where John chose to do his preaching and baptizing, the voice crying in the 

wilderness. But the punctuation is a modern convention and the original meaning of the Old Testament, 

as we see in our first reading, is that God invites us to prepare for God’s good news in the wilderness, 

away from the pressures and distractions of urban and now suburban life, which has now pretty much 

overtaken all of society with television and the Internet. Jesus did not begin his work until he had taken 

some time in the wilderness to prepare. My sabbatical was a kind of intentional wilderness time for me. 

I encourage people to find ways to get away from the demands of life, maybe outdoors to hike or 

whatever and just be in nature from time to time – individually or with family and friends, maybe 

reading and studying or just sitting and staring at the sky, maybe engaging in a meaningful 

conversation with a trusted friend. During this time of isolation, I recommend bundling up and getting 

outside, at least outside the normal bounds and bonds of modern expectations, to listen for the good 

news that may be emerging. 



Once we are in the wilderness, we need to listen to John and really set our hearts and minds on making 

a WAY for God. In the midst of our grief and despair, now is the time to prepare and look forward. 

What needs to be cleared away, what have we lost that we need to let go and not let back into our lives, 

how can we make ourselves and our communities as open as possible for God’s love to come in and 

take over? That is the real work of Advent, after all: not decorating and buying gifts and planning 

meals, though those activities can be part of making room in our hearts and focusing on love and good 

news; the real work of Advent is opening ourselves to make room again for the good news of Christ’s 

love and hope. 

The Good News of Jesus is not just the inspiration of a beautiful baby in the troubling context of 

homelessness, or of an eloquent teacher in the midst of an oppressed and impoverished world. 

Ultimately it involves the empty tomb, letting go of all the pressures, expectations and limits of human 

success that have hold on us, and opening ourselves to possibilities of abundant life beyond our 

imaginations.  

Our job, at the beginning of the year, the beginning of the story, is to prepare a way, to make way in our 

hearts and lives for the new and abundant and hopeful life of the resurrection, to prepare ourselves to 

receive that Good News and proclaim it, filled with the Holy Spirit. 

The good news begins when we begin to see the potential in Jesus’s life, death and resurrection; when 

we watch Mary’s self-offering and proclamation of hope and Joseph’s offering of support; when we 

notice Jesus’s curious adolescence, hear John’s proclamation, pay attention to what Jesus says and 

does, and, critically, when we seek to follow and imitate him and practice the love he taught. As we 

train ourselves for the life that is coming, we make that life better. That is the place where we find 

ourselves clearly deep in pandemic rigor, but always ultimately true as we stumble through this life that 

is so full of sin, pain, disappointment, and despair. 

A great way to begin again to make way for God’s good news is to confess and repent. John proclaimed 

a “baptism of repentance,” which means turning: a cleansing and new birth coming out of turning 

ourselves away from the sins and distractions of the world and back to God and God’s love. I invite you 

to make especially intentional use of our prayer of Confession and Absolution this season of Advent, at 

the beginning of our weekly worship and throughout the week in daily prayer. Offer up to God your 

failures and frustrations, your resistance to God’s love and denial of God’s goodness, your participation 

in the evil that surrounds, enslaves, and ensnares us and one another. Take seriously the vow to repent, 

to turn back to God and seek strength in Jesus’s love and hope. And believe that God does forgive us 

and welcome us back. 

The process of confession and absolution is one of emptying ourselves and making ourselves ready to 

be filled anew with the love of God that is emerging and inviting us to join and participate. This 

particular Advent, maybe God is calling us to let the exile of isolation purge us of our arrogance and 

control, and really clear away the assumptions and distractions that have kept us from discerning, 

embracing, and living the Good News, to make way for that Good News to fill our hearts and lives 

again. 

God is calling us to make way for God’s love and to open ourselves to Baptism into the water of new 

and abundant life and the fire of the Spirit’s transformation, to prepare to be people of thanksgiving, 

fellowship, embodiment, reconciliation, proclamation, word, action, good news, service, justice, peace, 

and commitment to dignity for all, to practice the eternally abundant life that awaits us at the end of our 

hopeful embrace of the good news that is beginning. 

The conditions of life right now might not suggest it, but today the news is very good. This is just the 

beginning. Get ready for an exhilarating ride! 


