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A Sermon by Robert W. Prim 

Second Sunday of Advent; December 10th , 2017 

Mark 1:1-8 

“John the Baptizer Out of the Box and Rosa Parks in Her Seat” 

~~~~~~~~ 

I suspect you have heard it said of our preparations for the 

resurrection of Jesus – There is no Easter Sunday without Good 

Friday.  Well, a similar thing can be said of this season – To get 

to Jesus we must first pay heed to John the baptizer.  Every 

Advent the Christian tradition takes us into the desert to hear the 

voice of one crying out in the wilderness proclaiming a baptism 

of repentance for the forgiveness of sins.  To get to sweet Jesus 

in the manger we must go through John.   

 

It is easy to put John in a box.  For many of us John is a crazy 

man, a lunatic, a soul haunted with holy demons.  John is like 

the street preacher who shouts us down as we await the 

changing of the traffic light.  We might listen for a moment 

simply out of curiosity.  We might even consider the words as 

we make our way to work.  It all goes away, however, like mist 

being struck by morning sun because our lives must be lived – 

the job, children, spouse, boss, supper to fix...  We might think 

about the words calling us to prepare ourselves lest we be 

consumed in the river of fire, but then we come to the 

conclusion that the street preacher lives a rather simple 

existence without bills to pay, children to raise, spouses to 

nurture, suppers to fix... It is easy to dismiss the lunatic because 

his life is so different from ours. So we walk on by the one who 

we dismiss as living in the freedom of nothing more to lose. 

It is a mistake to put John the baptizer in the street preacher box.  
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John brought to the wilderness a radical message and a unique 

baptism, but he then sent his followers back into the world to 

live their lives.  John was not calling people to forsake their 

earthly duties.  He sent the tax collector back with instructions 

only to collect the amount prescribed.  He sent the soldier back 

to the ranks with instructions to stop extorting money and be 

satisfied with a soldiers pay (Luke 3:10).  Unlike other desert 

communities – the community at Qumran, for example – John 

did not seek to establish a community set apart and dedicated 

only to unambiguous purity; rather, John’s was a message for 

the whole of the world and for those of us who live, really live, 

in it.  He even gave some of his attention to politicians; of 

course, that was what led to his death. 

 

John offered a pathway to redemption for all people.  His was a 

radically inclusive movement.  The crowds that came to John 

included tax collectors, soldiers, prostitutes.  John’s invitation 

to be cleansed was completely open to men and women, rich 

and the poor, young and old.  John’s baptism was unhinged 

from the practices of the Temple; so, he was offering equal 

access to God’s new life that was not corrupted by dividing lines 

of tribe or pay as you go ritual practices.   

 

Also, John was proclaiming that being a child of Abraham was 

no guarantee of salvation.  What was required was renunciation 

of all presumptions based on election or ethnicity and then the 

embrace of the demand of God for justice and righteousness. 

 

John the baptizer came to clear the way for the advent of Jesus, 

and his message and his methods shattered previous securities.  
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In these ways John was far more complex and important than 

the street preachers who only preach doom and gloom.  John 

opened a way to new life and he opened it to anybody who 

would turn to God, to anyone who would repent in order to be 

ready for the One who would come after him.  
(See Walter Wink’s article on John in The Oxford Companion to the Bible edited by Bruce M. Metzger, Michael D. Coogan, pps. 371-373.)  

 

So, sermon number one, the one that comes before the Scripture 

reading, is a reminder to us all not to put people in boxes.  We 

should not put John in a box so that he might be dismissed and 

his message missed.  There are important proclamations to be 

heard on the way to the manger.   

 

And there is a corollary point for us all – Let us not put 

ourselves in boxes.  John’s preaching in the dessert is a 

reminder that rough ways can be made smooth and crooked 

paths can be made straight.  We can be made new; the 

possibility of human transformation is real.  This belief and 

hope make the arrival of Jesus important. 

 

Sermon number two is a little more speculative about John, but 

a message that I think resonates with his life and God’s call 

upon our lives as we make our way to the manger. 

 

Listen for the Word of God to us in Mark 1:1-8. 

 

John the Baptist was six months older than Jesus.  Jesus began 

his public ministry at the age of 30;  so, John must have been 

31 or so when Jesus came to the desert to be baptized.  I 
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wonder how long John had been in the desert when Jesus joined 

him there?  John’s father was a priest; so, John had been 

brought up in the faith tradition of his Jewish forebears – though 

some have speculated that John was raised in the wilderness 

community of ascetics at Qumran after the death of his parents 

who were elderly when John was born.  Either way John was 

most assuredly immersed in the prophetic tradition of his faith 

community.  And then, at some point, he was lead to the desert 

to start his preaching ministry and his ministry of baptism for 

forgiveness of sins. His clothing – homespun camel’s hair and a 

leather belt around his waist – was, according to the tradition 

around Elijah, the garb of a prophet.  John went to the desert to 

be for the world a preparer of the way for the Messiah.   

 

I wonder how long he had been there before Jesus came? 

 

Of course, I don’t know how long John had been there, but I 

suspect I do know the reason for his sojourn.  John went to the 

desert to prepare himself –  as well as others – to see the big 

moment that would come into his life and into the life of the 

world.  I suspect John was practicing, in a daily way and for 

some time, a spiritual discipline of opening himself to the work 

of the Spirit of God.  Day by day, John was in prayer.  Day by 

day, John was preaching.  Day by day, John was immersed in 

the prophetic tradition of the Jewish faith.  Day by day by day 

by day....and probably for many years if not his whole adult life.  

John was preparing himself in little ways to have eyes open for 

the coming of the Messiah into his life and into the history of 

the world.   

~~~~~~~~ 
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All of this to say:  

little practices of faithfulness and spiritual disciplines matter.   

Keeping faith in and out of season matters.   

Ongoing tending of the flame of faith matters. 

~~~~~~~~ 

We can be frozen in inaction by looking only to the grand deeds 

of those we admire, and somehow convince ourselves that we 

are not ever going to be in such demanding situations –  and it 

may be true – but the day by day practices of working for 

justice, of praying for one another and for the world, of caring 

for the sick, of offering our hand in service to our neighbor, of 

speaking the truth as best we understand it even and especially 

to those who disagree with us, even and especially when our 

voice shakes doing it ...all of these little practices prepare our 

hearts and minds for whatever role unfolds for us in the working 

out of God’s redemption of the world.   

~~~~~~~~ 

Rosa Parks was part of a tradition, a prophetic tradition.  Rosa 

Parks did not just plop down in her seat as a lone and unique 

voice in the push for civil rights. When Rosa Parks refused to 

give up her seat on that Montgomery bus (this month, sixty-two 

years ago in 1955!), she was building on a tradition of societal 

engagement for justice.  There were people and prophets and 

organizers working for a more just society for black Americans 

long before and shortly before Rosa Parks arrived to defy the 

system of segregation in Montgomery, Alabama.   

 

A few examples....A bus boycott in Baton Rouge two years 

before Rosa Parks’ arrest won limited gains for African 

Americans in that city.  The previous Spring in Montgomery a 
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young, unmarried and pregnant girl had been arrested for not 

giving up her seat.  Plus, there was an organization of black 

women called the “Women’s Political Caucus” in Montgomery 

that was very well organized and had been working for better 

conditions for black people on the buses for years before Rosa 

Parks.  The leader of that group was a professor at Alabama 

State University named Dr. JoAnn Robinson, who had been 

cursed and demeaned on the buses in Montgomery and had 

responded by forming this caucus.  When Rosa Parks was 

arrested this group distributed leaflets about the arrest.*   
 *See “The Real Rosa Parks” by Paul Rogat Loeb  

 in The Impossible Will Take a Little While, pages 288-292. 
 

The point is there were people who came before Rosa Parks to 

prepare the way for what she did.  People, who because of their 

own commitments to justice, did what they could do to build a 

better society.  There were thousands upon thousands of people 

whose names we will never know who undergirded what Rosa 

Parks did.  Rosa Parks was a part of a cloud of witnesses for 

justice.   

~~~~~~~~ 

Notice how the gospel writer Mark starts to tell the story of 

Jesus.  Mark, by the way, is the most impatient of the gospel 

writers; at every point in the narrative, Jesus and the disciples 

respond “immediately” to this or that.  Mark saw everything 

about the story of Jesus as hurried – and yet, Mark begins with 

the prophet Isaiah and then moves to John the Baptist and only 

then begins to tell the story of Jesus. Even the impatient Mark 

recognizes that John and Jesus both had a cloud of witnesses 

that came before them to prepare the way for people to see the 
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embodied compassion, justice, truth, forgiveness in Jesus of 

Nazareth, the Christ. 

~~~~~~~~ 

The point for all of us this day is: 

 to practice the faith, in and out of season, day by day.   

Our lives matter in the unfolding of God’s plans for the world.   

We may never be famous.   

We may never be icons of truth and justice.   

We may never be the voice for thousands.   

We may not see how our little acts of faithfulness  

matter in the long run. 

Yet, somehow, our faithfulness does matter.  

Our actions today contribute to the healing of our broken world 

this day and tomorrow. 

Let us not get discouraged.   

Let us not be grandiose in expectations  

of others and of ourselves.   

Let us, rather, do the things we can do  

and trust that God will fashion it all together  

for a new day and a new earth.   

Keep the faith.  Amen. 


