Bill Krieger

St Paul’s

December 4, 2011; Advent 2; Year B


Sermon:  Mark 1: 1-8 (Wilderness)

“John the baptizer appeared in the wilderness . . .”  When you first think of wilderness, what comes to mind?  Most of us have experienced it firsthand.  For me, it’s the annual trek with my eldest son along the AZ Trail.  I remember camping on an exposed ridge, literally on the trail. The only spot for miles even close to level, with room for a tent. Ten miles or more from any semblance of civilization.   We pitched our tents behind some bushes for shelter from the wind, which was really gusting.  We deciding that we would forego putting our food in a bag and hoisting it up a tree, figuring that it would blow away.  And we really needed that food.  I put the food just outside my tent.  During the night, I thought I heard a bear, and I realized that we weren’t top of the food chain out there.

Wilderness is that place where we are alone, or almost so.  Where the normal conveniences of running water, flush toilets, and comfortable beds  aren’t to be found.  Where the stars don’t compete with city lights, and the sounds at night, if any, are from animals that are far from domesticated.  It is a risky, unforgiving place.  But it is a place where we can feel our spirits renewed, in some way that defies explanation.  Where we can escape from the daily chores and distractions and habits of life, allowing God to restore our soul.

It is with reference to the wilderness that Mark begins the good news of Jesus Christ.  These are the first words of the earliest gospel of Jesus’ life.  There is a prophet, the voice of one crying out in the wilderness.  The first voice though, is not John.  It is Isaiah, who speaks of the return of the exiles from captivity in Babylon.  But it is not only Isaiah, but it is also Elijah in Malachi 3:1 -- “See, I am sending my messenger to prepare the way for me . . .”  The one prophesied to come before the great and terrible day of the Lord.

From 2 Kings 1:8 we learn that Elijah wore a garment of hair, with a leather belt around his waist. The same garments worn by John the Baptist.
  And we know, from the NT, that while John denied being Elijah,
 Jesus said that John the Baptist was the messenger foretold in Malachi 3:1, adding, “And if you are willing to accept it, he is the Elijah who was to come.”

I began to wonder what kind of man John the Baptist was.  A man who, like the desert fathers, escaped the civilization of the cities and towns, preferring the wilderness.  It reminded me of another person who found God in the remote regions -- John Muir.

He was born in Scotland in 1838.
  As a child, his father forced him to read and memorize the Bible every day.  Eventually, John Muir memorized three quarters of the OT and all the NT.  His father believed that anything that distracted from Bible studies was both frivolous and punishable.  It turned out that the young John Muir was a “restless spirit” and “prone to lashings.”

While this distanced him from conventional religion, he remained a deeply spiritual man.  Muir wrote, “We all flow from one fountain – Soul. All are expressions of one love.  God does not appear, and flow out, only from narrow chinks and round bored wells here and there in favored races and places, but He flows in grand undivided currents, shoreless and boundless over creeds and forms and all kinds of civilizations and peoples and beasts, saturating all and fountainizing all.”

According to the historian Dennis Williams, Muir “styled himself as a John the Baptist, whose duty was to immerse in ‘mountain baptism’ everyone he could.”

One such convert was President Theodore Roosevelt.  The president and his entourage traveled to Yosemite in 1903.  While traveling to the park, Muir told the president about state mismanagement of the valley and rampant exploitation of the valley's resources. Even before they entered the park, he was able to convince Roosevelt that the best way to protect the valley was through federal control and management.

After entering the park and seeing the magnificent splendor of the valley, the president asked Muir to show him the real Yosemite. Muir and Roosevelt set off largely by themselves and camped in the back country. They talked late into the night, slept in the brisk open air of Glacier Point, and were dusted by a fresh snowfall in the morning. It was a night Roosevelt would never forget.
After Muir’s death in 1914, Robert Johnson wrote that “the world will look back to the time we live in and remember the voice of one crying in the wilderness and bless the name of John Muir.”

John Muir believed his mission to be “saving the American soul from total surrender to materialism,” challenging mankind’s “enormous conceit.”  Not all that far removed from John the Baptist’s mission, calling all to repent.

To repent from materialism.  Telling the crowds, “Whoever has two coats must share with anyone who has none; and whoever has food must do likewise.”  Tax collectors were told not to collect more than prescribed, and soldiers were told not to extort money from anyone.”  And  John the Baptist challenged their “enormous conceit” of claiming superiority simply by having Abraham as their ancestor.

Our gospel today tells us that John the baptizer appeared in the wilderness proclaiming a baptism of repentance for the forgiveness of sins.  In Matthew, after Jesus heard that John had been put in prison, Jesus proclaimed the same message:  “Repent, for the kingdom of heaven has come near.”

Repent.  Tomorrow, December 5th, is the 11th day of prayer against gender violence – violence against women and girls.  The 16 days of prayer, beginning November 25th and ending on December 10th is jointly sponsored by ECW, the Episcopal Women’s Caucus, and Anglican Women’s Empowerment.  This is the prayer written for tomorrow:

Advent 2

Let us pray for the Spirit of Wisdom to rest upon us

A spirit of understanding and knowledge

Grant us to live in harmony

God’s mercy prevail

Let us pray for God’s steadfastness to gird our spirit

May peace prevail like lamb and wolf

Grant us to live in harmony

God’s mercy prevail
Let us pray, for voices crying out in the wilderness

Women living in fear, children hiding

Grant all a place of harmony

God’s mercy prevail

Let us pray, repent of harm done to the innocent

Clear the chaff of abuse and hurt

Bear the Spirit of harmony

God’s mercy prevail

Let us pray for the God of hope, joy and peace to fill

All hearts, one voice glorify

God, prepare the way

God’s mercy prevail

The Rev. Terri C. Pilarski
Voices crying out in the wilderness.  Repent of harm done to the innocent.  A call for repentance from those men who perpetrate this violence, and from those women who also abuse children.  And it is a call to all of us for repentance for silence and inaction in the face of this sin.

Did you know that every two minutes, somewhere in America, someone is sexually assaulted?  That 20% of college women experience completed or attempted rape during their college years?  That more than half of all rapes occur before age 18, and 22% before age 12?  That only 37% of all rapes are reported to the police?

Then there is domestic violence – beatings – as well.  The prayer poem for November 27th, the 3rd day of prayer, was this:

IN MEMORY OF HER
She was young and pretty 

except when he beat her.
She had three small children. 

They saw terrible things 

happen to their mother – 

slaps 

punches and 

choking,
The court took them away 

for their own protection.
The police offered help 

She did everything right 

a restraining order 

probable cause warrant 

social services came 

provided job training.
She got her children back, 

even found a good job. 

Then, he violated 

the restraining order, 

came to the house 

killed her, 

smothered with couch cushions. 

RIP
Marjorie A. Burke
Those of you who have read the newsletter know that St Paul’s now hosts a new, non-profit group called The Healing Journey.  It is a support group helping survivors of domestic violence and sexual abuse heal, whether the  abuse occurred in the past or is ongoing.  They meet here on Monday and Tuesday evenings from 6:30-8:30 pm and on Thursday afternoons from 1:00-3:00 pm.

I welcomed the group to St Paul’s last Monday night, and I read them the prayer of that day.  One woman sobbed and cried.  Another women held a small baby.  They love being at St Paul’s because the nursery is adjacent to the Multi-purpose room where they meet.  I spoke with the director, Estrella Fitch, after their Tuesday meeting too.  They had 14 women, both nights.  They are so grateful to St Paul’s for hosting them.

There’s no fee, of course.  It was just good stewardship.  The rooms were available and they had a need.  The director is seeking grant money, but is not currently being paid.  I suppose she figures it is just good stewardship of her time.  The same way that Jon Smith, our Sr. Warden, figures it is just good stewardship of his time to serve on their board of directors.

Buildings, talent, money, time.  Stewardship.  We’ve tried to make the point that it’s not just money, that we are equally stewards of our talent and our time.  We do need money to carry out our mission:  seeking, serving, sharing Christ.  Without enough money, St Paul’s will die.  We do our best to be good stewards of your financial support.  We do our best to tithe our operating revenue to outreach.

But God has given every one of us some talent, something we are well suited for.  And time, unlike money, is a great equalizer.  We all have 24 hours in a day, and none of us knows for certain how long we will live.  So, daily, we are stewards of our time.

This Advent, as we await the coming of Christ into our world, try and find some wilderness time.  Seek God there.  Listen for the voices crying out.  The voices of the suffering, the voices of the oppressed, the voices of the poor.  And the voices of the prophets.

Jesus said, “Let the one having ears, hear.”
� Matt 3:4


� John 1:21


� Matt 11:14


� http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/John_Muir


� John 3:7-14


� Matt 4:17
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