
 
  
   

I had an idea the other day and I wanted to run it by you. I wonder what might 
happen if the mall had an Advent Claus in place of Santa Claus. He wouldn’t require any 
kind of elaborate snow-covered house, just throw some dirt in the floor and he’s good to 
go. Advent Claus doesn’t wear a red suit, and he’s noticeably thinner, but he does share 
with Santa that leather belt around his camel’s hair cloak. Advent Claus would still have 
a beard, but it would be rough, with dust and grime in it. Instead of candy canes, Advent 
Claus would hand out locusts dipped in wild honey. Instead of asking children what they 
want for Christmas, Advent Claus would tell them what he wants from them this Advent 
– repentance. How do you think that would go over at Cool Springs Galleria? 

 
All kidding aside, the world may be waiting for Santa, but it is longing for John, 

whether we know how to articulate that longing or not. The world, and we ourselves, 
long to greet the one to whom John points, who will turn the world to the way God 
intends, we long to welcome the kingdom of which John is the forerunner.  

 
We, too, stand in the wilderness and hear the simple, yet revolutionary call to 

repent, to turn our lives, our souls, our eyes that we may see and walking in that dawning 
day where John has set his gaze. 

 
Mark’s is an Advent Gospel. Scholars say it is the first gospel, and that Mark was 

the first writer to use the word “gospel” to describe the good news of Jesus. It is 
appropriate that his gospel is the one that helps us begin the Christian year in Advent. 
“The beginning,” he calls it, “of the good news of Jesus Christ, the Son of God.” 

 
Luke begins with shepherds abiding in the fields, keeping watch over their flocks 

by night and the baby lying in a manger, because there was no room in the inn. We can 
say it by heart, just like Linus in “A Charlie Brown Christmas.” No Christmas Eve 
service would be complete without that story, and when we tell it to the children during 
the Birthday Party for Jesus, we will read it from the King James Version, the way most 
of us memorized it. Luke is a Christmas gospel. 
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Matthew begins with wise men from the east, magi making their way to Bethlehem 
to bestow their gifts of gold, frankincense, and myrrh on the baby king. “We Three 
Kings” and the “star of wonder, star of night” wrap up the Twelve Days of Christmas, 
shining brightly. Matthew is an Epiphany gospel.  

 
Both Matthew and Luke have extensive genealogies that are part of their birth 

narratives, ways of connecting Jesus back to Abraham for Matthew, and for Luke all the 
way back to Adam. 

 
None of that for Mark. Mark is an Advent gospel. No shepherds, no magi, no star, 

no manger, no genealogies. Mark issues a clarion call – the beginning of the good news 
of Jesus Christ, the Son of God., and the sudden appearance of this strange preacher in 
the wilderness.  

 
It begins in the wilderness, the place where we are most conscious of our reliance 

on God. We have done such a good job of shielding ourselves from the wilderness in 
modern times that it is hard to imagine the emotions evoked by a stark landscape, 
exposure to the elements and the wild animals, and expanses of nothingness. 

 
 But we quickly realize this wilderness is not empty at all. It is full of anticipation, 

that most Advent of emotions. Mark says that “people from the whole Judean countryside 
and all the people of Jerusalem” were out there. The wilderness is crawling with people, 
all of whom have come out to hear this preacher and prophet, proclaiming a message of 
repentance.  

  
There’s no escaping John the Baptist in Advent. Barbara Brown Taylor famously 

calls him the Doberman Pinscher of Christmas – you can’t get to the baby in the manger 
without passing by this wild man guarding the gate, preparing the way. He is an Advent 
figure in every way. This is a season of preparation, a time we set aside to prepare, as 
Isaiah says, to make his paths straight.  

 
I want to suggest this morning that we put on the camel’s hair and tie it with a 

leather belt, that we expand our menu to include some locusts and wild honey, that we 
take on this Advent the task of John the Baptist and prepare the way of the Lord.  

 
Preparing the way of the Lord for us means taking seriously the Advent invitation 

to clearing all that blocks our view, all that stands in the way of the Lord’s arrival. It 
could mean more silence and less noise, more time and less tasks, more prayer and less 
worry, more faith and less control.  

 



Most of our preparing in this season is filled with frenetic activity. We prepare our 
homes for the parties, we prepare ourselves for travel to be with family, we prepare lists 
for gifts, we prepare Christmas cards, we prepare the food for the feast…and on it goes. It 
is at once joyful and exhausting.  

 
I remember last year at this time, Kim and I were preparing for a wedding 

ceremony. The lists and the details and the work of it all was overwhelming at times. It is 
hard for me now to remember many of those details. What I do remember is the smile on 
my son’s face, the meaningful words he shared, the wondrous support of this church, and 
the words of love and hope shared by so many. The details were important, no doubt, but 
they were the means by which we were able to experience the more important aspects of 
that time, they were the container that held the experience itself, the celebration of love. 

 
As one of our youth and her covenant partner reminded us in the devotional guide, 

“It is easy to be distracted with our busyness of shopping, parties, movies, and other tasks 
on our Christmas to-do list. The busyness may cause us to feel disconnected from our 
faith and the Advent season. Yet there are many ways to connect with the Advent 
journey!” 

 
I wonder if this is not the call for us this Advent – to do the work of preparing, to 

take that time in the morning to read the devotion, to bring the family together at night 
around the Advent wreath, to practice peace in our relationships and in the world, to seek 
for justice, to read the Scripture with depth and seek spaces to talk about it with others, to 
serve others, to put in the time to prepare so that when the moment comes, we are ready 
to receive it. 

 
But the invitation that lies beneath all the other invitations of Advent is the one 

John gives – repent. The Greek word means “to change one’s mind.” Behind it lies the 
Hebrew verb, “to turn around.” Repentance is a turning, a changing, and truthfully, I 
believe it is a lifetime call. Until that time when God’s kingdom comes in fullness and all 
is as God intends, we are being shaped and changed and called to turn, again and again, 
in the direction of that coming light. None of us have arrived, all of us are on the way. 
The invitation of Advent is to this preparing, this repenting, this turning, to create space 
for the joy and light dawning even now.  

 
I have always loved Mark’s words – the beginning of the good news. The 

beginning. He knew there was so much more to come. And so here we stand in this 
Advent space, all of us have come out to the wilderness, eagerly longing for a change. 
And John stands offering us a gift greater than any Santa could gift, the chance to turn, to 



change, to do deeper, to repent. I invite all of us to examine our lives this Advent, to see 
those places where that change can begin, to make space, and receive the gift. Amen.  

 
 
 
 


