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Year B, Advent 2

Isaiah 40:1-11
2 Peter 3:8-15a

Mark 1:1-8

“Cashmere and Camels hair”

• You know how some sermons really leave an impression on you?
• And you remember a part of them for years after
• Today is one such example for me as we hear about John the Baptist

• [Not all- healthy diet, not fast food, nor rich 5 course meals]
• I remember being in seminary, in our preaching class, and one of my 

classmates was preaching that day on this passage
• His name is Andrew Shirota  
• And he came to class wearing a leather belt, and a nice sports jacket 

made of- you guessed it- camel hair
• I still remember him standing in front of the class, looking pretty sharp, 

I might add
• Preparing to deliver his sermon, like a modern day John the Baptist
• Of course the juxtaposition of what we know about John the Baptist, 

and the well-dressed Andrew only highlighted the difference between 
these two

• John enters the scene today from the Gospel of Mark, and he is 
anything but well dressed

• He is not even well groomed, and likely had bad hygiene
• He ate locusts and honey
• He wore a leather belt and wore camel’s hair, and not the good soft 

kind like at Burberry 
• This camel hair was traditionally used to make tents, carpets, and 

outer cloaks1

• His outfit, diet… All to emphasize just how far out of the mainstream 
John really was

• John did not appear like this out of the blue, he is standing in a long 
line of prophets who speak God’s Word from outside the mainstream

• We hear from Isaiah this morning as well

 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Camel_hair1
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• Both of these being prophets, both with Words from God, and yet very 
different

• While John’s message tended to go along with his outfit- rough, 
scratchy, chaffing 

• Isaiah was more like cashmere- soft, warm, comforting
• And yet both offer us something today as we continue our journey 

through Advent and towards Jesus’ birth.
• Isaiah repeats God’s words: “Comfort, o comfort my people”

• This middle section of the book of Isaiah- referred to as Second Isaiah  2

was probably written during the Babylonian exile around 600 bce3

• During this period, the priests and other ruling elite of Judah were 
exported out of Judah and sent to Babylon

• This was an overt attempt to crush and eliminate a people and a 
culture 

• The exiled were probably not given the best of jobs, or probably did not 
have access to the best food

• I imagine they were victims of a racial class system that favored the 
Babylonians at every turn

• The viewed this exile and deserved punishment- that God had inflicted 
it upon them and they deserved nothing else

• The prophets task here was to proclaim hope in the midst of despair
• Grace and forgiveness in the midst of perceived punishment 4

• The prophet declared that the way of the Lord will be prepared in the 
wilderness, in their exile

• That God is bigger than all of what they are enduring
• People, circumstances- they are all like grass.  Temporary
• Yet God endures.  
• And God will feed the flock like a shepherd, gather the lambs, carry 

them in his bosom
• And lead the mother sheep.  
• The prophet’s words are like balm for the troubled soul, cashmere 

sweaters for the cold and homeless. 
• What a welcomed word this Advent season, isn’t it? 

 Soards, Marion, ed., Preaching the RCL, page 292

 http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Book_of_Isaiah#Deutero-Isaiah_.28Isaiah_40.E2.80.9355.293

 Soards, Marion, ed., Preaching the RCL, page 304
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• However, Advent is not all about comfort. It is not inactive waiting, sitting 
in front of a warm fire with hot chocolate

• You all have heard this: prophets comfort the afflicted, and afflict the 
comfortable

• Enter John the Baptist.
• We already have spoken of his diet and wardrobe- they were odd for 

even his time period
• They emphasize the wilderness symbolism that Mark wants to invoke 

to connect John to the prophets of old5

• His clothing connects him to Elijah, who was a hairy man and wore a 
leather belt.

• John was probably a member, or at least influenced by a group called 
the Essenes 6

• They embraced voluntary poverty, abstained from worldly pleasures, 
and valued a more ascetic lifestyle7

• Some scholars believe it was this group who preserved what we call 
the Dead Sea Scrolls in their library8

• For the hearers of Mark’s Gospel, they will surely begin to associate 
these lifestyle habits with those of a prophet

• And the author of Mark explicitly connects him with our passage from 
Isaiah by having John fulfill Isaiah’s prophecy.  

• With all of this, John was not what you would call “main stream”
• And I think his outsider status might have given him the perspective to 

point out what no one else could see
• And leading into Mark’s ultimate good news declaration that the 

salvation God promised is found in Jesus Christ.
• John, in the wilderness, preparing the way for the Lord, calls out for 

repentance
• If we look at some of the other Gospels such as Luke, we get a clearer 

picture of John
• He was a little rough around the edges, not counting his appearance 

 New Interpreters Bible Commentary, Mark 1:2-8 Commentary, p. 3995

 http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/John_the_Baptist6

 http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Essenes7

 Bart D. Ehrman, A Brief Introduction to the New Testament (New York: Oxford University Press, 2004) 8

43-44
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• He calls the crowds a “brood of vipers” (Luke 3:7)
• Internet meme- “Happy Advent you Brood of Vipers”

• He warned that simply being dependents of Abraham is not enough, 
certainly taking a stab at the religious leaders of his day

• And in Luke, goes on to tell the crowds to bear fruits worth of 
repentance: 

• If you have two coats, share one
• If you have extra food, share it
• Be honest in your daily life and work
• Do not extort money from anyone by threats or false accusations
• Be satisfied with your wages, or perhaps differently stated: don’t be 

driven by greed.
• And he was clear about who he was- he was the forerunner for the 

Messiah, not to be confused with the one who will come
• John was not tempted by the power, fame, prestige that he could have 

garnered for himself
• John was a burr in the saddle to his political and religious institutions, 

irritating like camel’s hair he wore
• Never letting them forget
• Pointing out the flaws and the injustices in the world around him
• So much so that it got him arrested and killed.  
• And most of all John called the people to repent- not just to apologize, 

but to have a change of heart
• A shift in values, in what drives us
• As a way to get prepared for what God was about to do in their 

midst
• Two prophets, two messages of preparation

• Comfort and repentance, cashmere and camel’s hair
• And another Advent task along with our call to wait: to prepare the way 

of the Lord
• I appreciate the two prophets standing together this morning
• I feel they offer us some two examples of work to be done this Advent, 

and when coupled together present us with a tension we must each 
work out

• An Advent that is somewhere between being comforted
• And yet not too comfortable that we forget there is much to do to 

prepare for the coming of Christ
• God is coming here! There is so much to do before he gets here.

Page �  of �4 5



• Certainly this begins with each of us, on the inside- a cleaning up of 
the heart, if you will 

• A traditional Advent call to look inward
• Like Isaiah, speaking peace and comfort to the broken places of our 

lives
• Giving hope to the areas in which we only find despair
• Mending relationships, cultivating generosity and gratitude
• And repenting of our sin.
• But it cannot stay there- Advent is not only an interior activity
• For if we take John the Baptist seriously, preparation for the coming of 

the Lord has an outward component
• A call to share with others, live in honesty, resist greed
• Preparing the way of the Lord even extends to the work we are called 

to do to make this country one that embraces these same values. 
• What would John the Baptist say to us today? 
• What would he say if he was standing not outside of Jerusalem, but 

outside of Washington DC?
• What would the voice from the wilderness say on the corner of Hough 

and Main? 
• I don’t think his message would change much.
• I think he would say, be the burr in the saddle that never stops 

demanding justice
• Be the fly in the ointment of a society that tramples down vulnerable 

people in the name of progress, or even in the name of God
• Irritate like camel’s hair, never letting the Gospel of Jesus Christ be 

coopted by bigotry and hate, racism and oppression
• I think he would say: “Prepare the way of the Lord- make his paths 

straight”
• While we wait, let us find comfort and peace, hope even when it seems 

hopeless
• And let us prepare ourselves and our world for the coming of God.

Amen. 
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