Christmas Present

Isaiah 40:1-11

Comfort, O comfort my people, says your God. Speak tenderly to
Jerusalem, and cry to her that she has served her term, that her
penalty is paid, that she has received from the Lord’s hand double for
all her sins.

A voice cries out: “In the wilderness prepare the way of the Lord,
make straight in the desert a highway for our God. Every valley shall
be lifted up, and every mountain and hill be made low; the uneven
ground shall become level, and the rough places a plain. Then the
glory of the Lord shall be revealed, and all people shall see it together,
for the mouth of the Lord has spoken.” A voice says, “Cry out!” And I
said, "What shall I cry?” All people are grass, their constancy is like
the flower of the field. The grass withers, the flower fades, when the
breath of the Lord blows upon it; surely the people are grass. The
grass withers, the flower fades; but the word of our God will stand
forever.

Get you up to a high mountain, O Zion, herald of good tidings; lift up
your voice with strength, O Jerusalem, herald of good tidings, lift it up,
do not fear; say to the cities of Judah, “Here is your God!” See, the
Lord God comes with might, and his arm rules for him; his reward is
with him, and his recompense before him. He will feed his flock like a
shepherd; he will gather the lambs in his arms, and carry them in his
bosom, and gently lead the mother sheep.

Mark 1:1-8
The beginning of the good news of Jesus Christ, the Son of God.
As it is written in the prophet Isaiah,

“See, I am sending my messenger ahead of you,

who will prepare your way;

the voice of one crying out in the wilderness:

‘Prepare the way of the Lord,

make his paths straight,””

John the baptizer appeared in the wilderness, proclaiming a baptism of
repentance for the forgiveness of sins. And people from the whole
Judean countryside and all the people of Jerusalem were going out to
him, and were baptized by him in the river Jordan, confessing their



sins. Now John was clothed with camel’s hair, with a leather belt
around his waist, and he ate locusts and wild honey. He proclaimed,
“The one who is more powerful than I is coming after me; I am not
worthy to stoop down and untie the thong of his sandals. I have
baptized you with water; but he will baptize you with the Holy Spirit.”

Isaiah was just facing an insurmountable, impossible task. Some of you
remember that the book of Isaiah is really three books in one. The first 39
chapters were written in the 8t century BCE. But chapters 40-55 take place two
hundred years later after the temple has been destroyed and the people are in
Exile. Then chapters 56-65 take place after the people return to the land.

So, in our text for this morning Israel has been in exile living in Babylon
for two generations. Hardly anyone was left who even knew what Jerusalem even
looked like. But then in one of those historical events you just can’t predict,
Cyrus the Great from Persia rises up to crush the Babylonian empire like a bug
and says all the captured peoples are free to go home.

But it’s not like there’s a taxi. The caravan route through the wilderness
separating Babylon and Jerusalem is about 1,000 miles long. A 1,000 miles
through dangerous wastelands and deserts- all to go to a place you've only heard
about in stories told around the campfire.

And despite what you might think, Babylon really isn’t that bad. The Jews
not only survived in Jeru salem- but by all accounts they thrived. Much of the
Hebrew Bible was written down in Exile. The most authoritative collection of

Jewish writings, the Babylonian Talmud was written. Jews were allowed to work

and many served in high office.



But Isaiah’s job is clear. “In the wilderness prepare the way of the Lord,
make straight in the desert a highway...every valley shall be lifted up and every
mountain and hill be made low...the glory of the Lord shall be revealed and all
people shall see it together.” Isaiah’s job is to lead these people out from Exile

back across the wilderness to a home nearly all of them have never seen.

Isaiah’s response? Seriously, God? You war me to do WHAT? Literally,
he says: OWhat should | cry? What should | say? All people are grass. Their
constancy is like the flower of the field. The grass withers, the fades when the
breath of the Lord blows on it.”

Translation? I’'M supposed to convince these people to leave the only
place most of them have ever known, and lead them out on some kind of crazy
Thelma and Louise adventure through the desert back to place none of us have
ever seen?

Isaiah knew the stories of Moses. He knew what the people did to poor old
Moses out there in the wilderness. As soon as they left theyOd be whining every
blessed step of the way. To paraphrase Maureen Down this week if faith were
elastic, these people wouldn’t have enough to make suspenders for a parakeet.

Isaiah envisions this task ahead of him, this huge thing, and he just doesn’t

see how he can make it all happen.

I feel this way about Christmas sometimes. A lot of us have these ideas
about what Christmas is supposed to be like how we’re all supposed to feel

festive and holy and happy and weOre supposed to have energy for every party and



the perfect gift for everyone on our list all while not going into so much debt your
bill will tell you that if you only pay the minimum youOll have to live for
approximately 314 years to payit off.

And sometimes I feel like, really? How am I going to make all this
happen? Christmas is always this magical, wonderful time of the year that I love
and I want to be perfect- perfect for you and for my family. And part of me winds
up feeling this tremendous burden thinking- oh great. I have the MOST familiar
story in the entire Bible, and all these people here Christmas Eve- all of them
wanting to hear a fresh perspective but nothing to crazy, something Biblical but
relevant, something funny but serious, too- and all within about 15 minutes,
although 12 would be better.

And | look at the schedule with all of the parties, all of the events, all of the
things IOm supposed to rememberand I just think seriously, God? | just donOt
see how | can make all of this happen.

Do you ever feel like this?

God’s response to Isaiah is fascinating. This is a notoriously difficult
passage to translate. You know ancient Hebrew like ancient Greek has no
punctuation. Editors just have to make decisions the best they can. And some
hear God respond to Isaiah’s kind of whiny sense of impossibility by quoting
Psalm 103 saying: “Yes, the grass withers, the flower fades, BUT the word of the
Lord stands forever.” And then the voice tells Isaiah to get over himself, and go
up to a high place, and just shout out to all the people telling them about how

God is on the way, and that God will be leading them all through this time like a



shepherd- gathering the people, like a shepherd gathers the lambs in his arms
and leads the nursing ewe’s towards green pasture.

Translation? Isaiah- you don’t feel up to this task? You feel it’s too big,
and too hard for you to make happen all by yourself? Well, yeah, you're right. It
is. But, God isn’t asking Isaiah to be responsible for making all this happen- God
will be responsible for shouldering that burden. God is simply asking Isaiah to
show up and play his part. He has to get up. Let his voice be heard. He has to
encourage the people. His job is to help them imagine this new life, this new
way- but then it will be up to God to lead them through it. The people will have to

work that out between themselves and their God.

It’s the same way with the Gospel of Mark this morning and the figure of
John the Baptist. John the Baptist is this amazing guy. Mark says John just kind
of appears out of nowhere in the Jordan offering a baptism of repentance- a kind
of way for people to start over, to start fresh. And people were flocking out there
in droves to see this guy and to be baptized by him. All kinds of people were
going- young and old, rich and poor- there were even Roman soldiers going out
to be baptized and asking him for advice on how to live a better life. Roman
soldiers!

And John was a sight. With the camel’s hair and all that, he was dressed
like the Old Testament prophet Elijah. And the point of his diet of locusts and
honey is that he’s abstaining from meat, another mark of holiness. People were

going out there to see and hear John at the Jordan and for him to place his hands



on them, because so many were convinced that he was the Messiah, the mythic
leader who would rid them of the Romans and restore the people once more.

And can you imagine being John? We don’t know how long he was out
there, but no doubt Mark wasn’t entirely accurate in saying he just “appeared”.
No doubt John had been out there for some time, preaching into the wind. And
then one day, word word started to get out, and people started to show up. Just a
few at first. But then, it starts to turn into a madhouse- everyone just flocking to
hear him.

There was a commercial a couple of years back about a small company.
You see them launch their business, looking at this computer screen tracking
their orders. At first no orders were coming in. And you could see the concern
begin to spread across their faces. But then, the orders started to come in, blick,
blick, blick, blick, and they all kind of sat back, relaxed. But then, the orders start
increasing and increasing, until the blicks are just screaming- and the camera
pans to this tiny warehouse and to their faces that once more are marked with
concern.

And I just think it had to be that way with John. From being this lone
acetic out there at the river to all of a sudden having all of these crowds out there-
| mean how to do you baptize all those peode? Do you do them one by one? 1
mean a hose would be better. And how do you preach to that many people? Do
you try to get in front of them, or do you get up and preach from in the middle of
them, just shouting yourself hoarse? There are all these logistical problems that

come with success.



But the biggest problem with success, the biggest problem is how flattering
it all is. I mean all those people came outto hear him. JOHN. They came to be
baptized by him. HIM! How many leaders have been seduced by popularity, by
success? How easy is it to begin to think it’s all about you? One of my best
friends in this Presbytery, Robin Garvin - she always says you should never take to
heart the worst things people say about you, but equally, you should never EVER
completely believe the best things people say about you, either.

And | would say the most astounding thing about John is that even with all
of those people out their going to see him- somehow it never goes to his head.
Somehow he never quite believes his own pressall the hype. He never stops
knowing that heOs not out there to draw people to himself, that heOs about
something bigger, something far more important.

He says, OYou think IOomething? Well, the one more powerful than me
is coming. And I'm not even worthy to stoop down and untie the thong of his
sandal. I'm just out here with water- with him will come the Holy Spirit.”

John knows that he’s there to play a part, an important part, but a partin a
much larger story that really isn’t, as we say today, all about him. No, his job isn’t
to BE Jesus, to BE God, it’s simply to point others in the right direction- by the
way he lives, by telling the truth, and by offering others, like those soldiers,
thoughts on how to live more justly, with more kindness, and then to know that

the rest really is between them and God.

Oh this season of Christmas that’s looming before us. If youOre like me

there’s at least some part of you that wants it to be great, perfect even. And



there’s a part of you that has these ideas about what it ought to be like- maybe it’s
how Christmas was when you were younger, or when you were still married, or
when someone you loved was still alive and vital and with you. And this part of
us looking backwards will forever be trying to just stuff and fit and mangle the
Christmas present into the shape of that perfect Christmas past- even when it just
doesn’t fit anymore. Not by a long shot.

My family lived through this. When I was in high school we had a few
years where we just had the most amazing Christmases. My mom was dating
John. My brother would come home from college. And we just had a blast. We
celebrated in the weirdest way. It became a kind of tradition that we would watch
this Denzel Washington move The Mighty Quinn. And no it has absolutely
NOTHING to do with Christmas. And then we’d open some presents and then
head to the late service. One year my brother and his partner Andy and I all wore
these garish jingle bell earrings and drove my mom nuts by jingling them
throughout the service. (You see why I like it around here.) And then we’d come
home and we’d watch that other Christmas classic- Young Frankenstein. And
we’d howl. And then we’d sleep in and open the rest of our presents whenever we
lazed out of bed the next morning. I'm positive no other family in the world
celebrated Christmas like we did, but it worked for us. It was perfect.

But do you know what happened? Well, one year my brother wound up
unable to come home. And our pastor left our church, and we kind of detested
the new guy- NO sense of humor. I remember one Christmas trying to do
everything just like we always did, but it just w asn®working. We kept trying to

shoehorn our Christmas present into that old mold, and it just wasn ®fitting.



And do you know what happened. We spent so much time and emotional
effort into recreating our Christmas past- we completely missed our Christmas

present.

Christmas is coming, whether we@e ready or not. And if you®@e like me,
and there® a part of you that feels like how on earth are we going to pull it off
again this year- how will we make it perfect E well, the good news this morning is
we can@ This simply isn ®within our power. Christmas is coming and it will be
exactly what it’s supposed to be for our families THIS year, with THESE people,
in THIS place and THIS time.

Like Isaiah and John- our job isn’t to make it all happen. Our job is to
show up, be present, do our part, play our small role, and then to trust that God
really is coming, and is somehow already here, and to not be so focused on the

Christmases past- we miss our Christmas present. Amen.



