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7th December 2008

“All Change Please”
Reading:  Mark 1:1-8

When I go to the cinema I love to watch films with plenty of action where the story moves at great pace. So I’m a sucker for any Indiana Jones movie. Even when Indy is sitting quietly in a room you know that through the window a gun will be pointing at his head or a poisonous snake is about to be placed in his pocket or his drink laced with arsenic. The action, the twists and turns of the plot can leave the viewer breathless. At the end, after just watching, I find I’m exhausted.
You could say the same about the New Testament reading we’re looking at this morning. We know 3 things about the book that Mark wrote. Of the gospels it was the earliest. It was the shortest and it was the liveliest. Wouldn’t it have been great to be a fly on the wall in that room; to watch Mark lick his pencil and start to write?  He knew he had to make his writing short, precise and punchy because he was producing it mainly for the Romans. And they were very practical, down-to-earth people who wanted action, excitement and drama. He gave it to them in spades. To emphasize the pace of the narrative he uses his favourite word 41 times in the first few chapters. And that word was immediately, immediately, immediately.
Now, many people would call Mark’s book a biography. But is it? A biography describes a man’s birth, what he looks like, his upbringing and his full life. This is a description of a man but it only described three years in the life of this man. No mention of what he looked like or his early life; and a third of the book is about his death. No, this is’t a biography. Mark has another name for it. He calls it a “gospel”. The word “gospel” basically means good news. But to Mark, in his day, it meant much more than that. Here’s why. The Romans were constantly fighting battles, defending their frontiers, conquering other nations. Messengers would come from the distant boundaries of the empire to give the latest information. When a battle had been won, the messenger would run breathlessly into the main street and shout one word: “gospel, gospel, gospel”. With that word he was saying “a battle has been fought, a victory has been won: now we shall have peace”. By calling his book a gospel, Mark was emphasizing the battle Jesus had fought, the great victory he’d won and the peace he offers. 
So who was this battle between? Between Jesus and the Jewish leaders? - well yes, there’s certainly truth in that. Between good and evil? - yes, there’s truth in that too. But this battle was essentially between God and  the devil.  And God, through his son, won the battle. That’s the gospel.
And Mark goes further. He calls Jesus “the Christ”. Thousands of years before, Israel was ruled by kings. At his enthronement each king was anointed with oil. The anointing was known as the “Christ” and the king became known as the Christ, the anointed one. When our own Queen was crowned in 1953 her head was anointed with oil by the Archbishop. That part of the service was called the “chrism” – the same derivation as the word “Christ”. 
So Mark announces that he is going to tell us good news about a victory by Jesus, the anointed one, who is the son of God. He says all this in just the first verse. This is condensed, dramatic stuff. He’d have got the attention of the Romans straight away. 
But then Mark moves on to talk, not about Jesus, but about his cousin, John. For 400 years the Jews had been desperate for God to speak to them again through a prophet. Suddenly there’s a rumour that there’s a wild-looking man who’s preaching in the desert. And what a desert. One commentator describes it like this: “Between the centre of Judea and the Dead Sea lies one of the most terrible deserts in the World. It’s a limestone desert. It looks warped and twisted. It shimmers in the haze of the heat. The rock is hot and blistering and sounds hollow to the feet as if there’s some vast furnace underneath. It moves out to the Dead Sea and then descends in dreadful and unscalable precipices down to the shore. In the Old Testament it is sometimes known as ‘Jeshimmon’ which means ‘The Devastation.’ ”  
Living in this awful place is John.  He looks like Elijah, the last of the great Old Testament prophets. He certainly reminds people of him with his dress sense – a camel hair coat with a leather girdle. His diet is no better – locusts and wild honey. But his powerful preaching brings thousands of people out to see him. 
But what was his message? It wasn’t exactly attractive!  – “You’re all dirty. You need cleaning up. There’s someone very important coming and you need to be smartened up for when he arrives.” Mark remembers the words we heard in our Old Testament reading from Isaiah 40. “In the wilderness prepare the way of the Lord; make straight paths in the desert for our God”. Through John this prophecy was coming true.
The patron for the building in which I work used to be the Queen Mother. About  20 years ago I remember that she was due to make a visit. Someone from the Royal Household came several months beforehand to inspect the route she would take. It was very apparent to him that the walls and the floors needed cleaning in preparation for the red carpet. Out came the power hoses and the scrubbing brushes and it was staggering to see how smart the building suddenly became. John the Baptist’s  job in the First Century was to be that member of the Royal Household; only he didn’t come to clean up a building but the lives of his listeners. And he did it in a very challenging way. He told them to repent; that is, for each one to say, “What I’ve done is wrong. I don’t want to do it again. I need God’s forgiveness and I promise to turn away from my past behaviour.”
“If you’re prepared to say that” said John, “then come into the Jordan River here with me and be washed as an outward sign of what you’ve promised”. By saying that, he was offering the answer to the greatest need of all people - the need for forgiveness; the need to be free from guilt. One great preacher said, “We have churches full of the nicest, kindest people who’ve never known the despair of guilt or the breathless wonder of being forgiven”. That’s a challenge every church needs to face.
One of the extraordinary results of John’s preaching was that thousands of Jews came to be washed. Up till then no Jew had been baptised. They thought, “We’ve been circumcised. Our relationship with God is fine. Only Gentiles need washing”. John convinced them otherwise.

Just like the Jews in John’s time we, in the Church of England, have a ceremony which we go through as children. Most of us here have been baptised as babies but that doesn’t change our relationship with God; just as circumcision didn’t change the Jews. Infant baptism doesn’t make us Christians. It dedicates us to God and gives us godparents. To use a secular illustration: we can go to the railway station and buy a ticket but that doesn’t mean we’ve stepped on a train and started that journey. By going through infant baptism we’ve, if you like, been given a ticket for the Christian journey. And whether we choose to make that journey is up to us in later life. 
One of the better decisions I made as a teenager was to refuse to be confirmed when I was 14. I was offered it but I knew I’d have been a hypocrite to go through it then. 7 years later I was confirmed after I’d become a Christian. The people who came out to John were adults. They were old enough to make a decision for themselves. They knew they were all dirty inside and needed forgiveness. They wanted change in their lives. 
I’ve now been commuting from here to Liverpool St for 26 years.  In the evening I like to settle down, attempt the crossword, fail to finish it again, and then fall asleep. My nightmare is to be woken up by those 3 words “All change, please”. I don’t want to stop sleeping, be shoved off the train and stand on a cold platform. Most of us don’t like change. We’re very comfortable with where we are. But there are times when a whole nation is ready for change, as Barak Obama has just proved.
What we’re looking at here in the 1st Chapter of Mark is the very tipping point of history when everything changed. The old order was about to be booted out. It was the end of the old Jewish religion, the end of complex ceremonies, of priests, of holy places, of altars, of animal sacrifices, of fancy clothes.  John knew he was the last of “the Old Testament Prophets”. He knew that, in future, true religion would simply be about a relationship with one person, the one for whom he was preparing the way.  His message was, “All change”.
John also knew exactly what his role was. Jesus himself said there was never a greater man than John. But John knew his place. In those days powerful people had many servants. And there was a very strict pecking order in the servant world. At the top were the butlers, the chefs, the wine tasters and the tailors. Right at the bottom were those who did the most menial jobs. The 2nd least important was the one who undid the shoes of anyone entering  the house. John said, “Wait till you see who’s coming. He’s so great that I’m not worthy even to untie his shoes”. 
But this begs the question, if untying shoes was the 2nd least important servant’s job, what was the lowest of all? Answer: washing the visitors’ feet after the shoes have come off.  John says the man he’s talking about is unbelievably great. But when he came, Jesus, the conquering king, the Christ, the anointed one, showed true greatness – he washed his disciples’ feet. Jesus, the servant king  – a concept the Jews of his time just couldn’t get their heads round.
So we’ve looked at the first 8 verses of Mark’s gospel – this book that moves as fast as an Indiana Jones film. But what’s his reason for writing it? Mark was an evangelist. He had experienced the love and power of Jesus in his life. He wanted to tell everyone that they can have the same experience. Just like the Billy Graham Crusades of the 50s and 60s, Mark’s sole aim was to introduce everyone he can to the Son of God.
But meeting Jesus will involve change. In the last verse of this passage John says, “I baptise you with water but Jesus will baptise you with the Holy Spirit.” You can have all your guilt removed by water baptism but what is going to fill that gap – more of the same old bad habits? John says that Jesus will drench us with the Holy Spirit. He will fill that gap with love, power and purpose. If Jesus drenches us with his Spirit we can’t help but change.  He turns murderers into missionaries. He turns paedophiles into pastors. He turns sadists into saints. No wonder Mark wants to write this gospel. What wonderful news he has to tell. The whole world is being turned on its head.  In effect he is saying to everyone, “Wake up. All change, please”.  
