Mark 1:1-8

“You are my Son, whom I love; with you I am well pleased.”
I really hate to admit this because my default position is to rubbish all psychobabble stuff we get these days.  But Mary is giving me counseling for this and I have to admit that I’m becoming increasingly aware of the importance of what is known as social or emotional intelligence - something referred to as EQ instead of IQ.  Traditionally, we only label people as ‘intelligent’ if they have a high IQ, if they can do word and number puzzles, and so on.  But we now recognise more than one kind of intelligence.

We’ve been doing some work on this as a team lately - finding some really helpful prompts for how we work together and with other people, and why we have the arguments that we do (or why we run away from them).

I’ve read articles explaining the genius, or intelligence, of people like David Beckham and Wayne Rooney because they can, in an instant, spot a team-mate running, calculate a trajectory that allows for his movement, their own movement, the goalkeeper, the wind, distance, weight of the ball and so on - and then execute a kick at just the right time with just the right amount of force.  They are incredibly intelligent people - just not very good with words (or perhaps even emotions).

We all know of examples when the church has got in the way of the gospel, and most of them are when there’s a poor connection between what Christians say and what we do.  We sometimes don’t understand, we don’t have the social or emotional intelligence, or perhaps the spiritual intelligence, to see how the gospel message should apply to everyday life and the ways in which what we do and say is seen and heard by the rest of the world.  That’s not meant as a criticism of you or anyone in particular - if you look through the Bible, there are countless examples of really holy people like Abraham, Moses, Peter, Thomas and Paul, all struggling to understand and make these connections.

But if these folk had understood themselves better, as well as the people they were living amongst and the God they were serving, and so on, they might have applied their energy in a more effective way.

So part of this weekend involves a little intelligence work, but I hope and pray we grow through it.  In particular, I want us to recognize where we’ve come from, who we are and what on earth we’re doing, or what we’re doing on earth - and chapter one of Mark is a wonderful starting point.

One of the defining tests of an orthodox, proper, Bible believing, genuine, born again Christian is that they believe in the virgin birth - and God help any bishop, or anyone for that matter, who stands up and asks awkward questions about that one particular clause in the creeds - we usually burn them.

It’s a fundamental part of Christian doctrine, and it’s so important that Mark completely ignored it.  Mark has no Christmas story, no birth narrative, no mention of Bethlehem, Joseph, Gabriel, the shepherds or any wise men.

Mark is up and running much quicker than the other gospel writers (who all start from different places); straightaway Mark tucks into the action - not because he doesn’t believe in the virgin birth (I don’t mean it like that at all), but because he believes the real story emerges from elsewhere.

1 The beginning of the gospel about Jesus Christ, the Son of God. 

Until Mark wrote his gospel, the word ‘gospel’ had been used by Christians to describe what God had done through the crucifixion and resurrection of Jesus - it wasn’t ‘gospel’ until Holy Week, if you like.

But Mark was the first writer to use the word to describe the pre-crucifixion life of Jesus as well.  He saw the life of Jesus from start to finish (in fact, even before it started), as part of the good news.  Now, with us too, it’s not just about our death and resurrection, our hope of heaven, it’s also about our living for Christ in the here and now, from this minute on - something we’re not very good at.

Some of you who did the Lent course will remember the quote in Session 2 about the church:

‘Christianity might be a good thing if anyone ever tried it.’ (George Bernard Shaw).

I guess to some, if not many, we’re not very ‘good news’ people.

I wish George Bernard Shaw had met a few more people like John the Baptist. His location in the desert, his baptizing people in the Jordan, even his clothing, made a great visual aid for everyone around - and this where it seems we fall down.  We’re too much an invisible aid.

But, to be fair, Mark’s gospel doesn’t always sound very gospelly either - it doesn’t have the traditional ‘happily-ever-after’ ending that most ‘good news’ stories have:  “Trembling and bewildered, the women went out and fled from the tomb. They said nothing to anyone, because they were afraid.”  (Mark 16:8)

Where’s the good news in that?

Of course, Mark believed that he could stop writing there without implying that the story ended there.  His gospel emerges from a very different place from the others and carries on in a different way - it doesn’t start with Christmas and it doesn’t end with Easter, or with Jesus’ ascension.  In fact, it doesn’t end, it continues with these women running off... to do what?  To carry on the gospel message - and it ends in such a way that it now rests with you and me, trembling and bewildered at times, running off wondering what to say.  It’s still an unfinished work, the success of which hangs in the balance, hangs on you and me and what we do with it.

Verse one also has no verb in it, so it sounds more like a title than an introduction.  ‘Good news’ is the title for Jesus’ life.  It doesn’t have to start well or end neatly, and it may have its moments, but taken as a whole, it should live up to that title.

If the whole of the life of Jesus, even the difficult and confusing parts is ‘good news’, then, if you had to come up with a title for your life, one that was consistent with the whole of your life, I wonder what you’d write?

War and Peace?  Pride and Prejudice?  Paradise Lost?  Great Expectations?  You Only Live Twice?  Is it good news - all the time?

A few years ago I discovered a lovely piece of African liturgy that we have used on occasion in the benefice - the greeting from the leader at the start of the service is, ‘God is good.’  And the reply from the congregation is, ‘All the time.’

I think ‘all the time’ means on Monday as well as Sunday, at my birth as well as my death, when things are going well as well as when they’re not.  And yet, I’m not sure I live like Mark, seeing all this, all you, as good news, as God given, as steeped in the presence of the Holy Spirit.

And so to the beginning of this gospel, before any mention of Mary and Gabriel.

2 It is written in Isaiah the prophet: "I will send my messenger ahead of you, who will prepare your way" - 
Quick question for you all...

When did you start preparing for this weekend?

You might think it was just five minutes before you left, but it might have started when you left here after the last weekend eighteen months ago, or perhaps when Katharine collared you a few weeks ago.

God sent someone to prepare the way for the promised saviour - and yet, for many of us, preparation work is a pain.  We would rather be on holiday than packing for it, eating the cake rather than mixing it, being at Letton rather than praying about it or spending a few minutes writing the material for it.

During the boat race last month, the commentator said at one point that it took two hours of preparation for each stroke of the race.

How long do you take to prepare for Sunday lunch?

How long do you take to prepare for Sunday worship?

How long does it take to prepare for salvation?

As I’m sure Mark would have agreed, all’s well that begins well.  And, for Mark, that beginning was in the preparation way before Christmas - he saw the longings of the Old Testament prophets, centuries before his time, as the place where it started in earnest.  Mark saw a much deeper context for Jesus’ birth than just his virgin mother, the angel Gabriel and a few shepherds - he saw hundreds of years of longing, decades in the wilderness, battles for the promised land, confusion in exile, encouragement from the prophets, and now John the Baptist.  Momentous, earth shattering, events like Christmas don’t just happen in a vacuum.

A question we might have asked when trying to understand people talking nonsense, or perhaps when trying to resolve a difference of opinion or unravel a hidden agenda, is, ‘Where is this person coming from?’  This was essentially what the team were looking at a few weeks ago in our psycho-training.

In our marriage preparation material, something Sarah, Elizabeth and Amanda all seek to uncover is where the bride and groom are each coming from, what heritage they are coming out of, what their story is thus far - as individuals as well as a couple.

As an illustration of part of the process, couples get a printout with a map to show the sort of family environment they have come from and the sort of environment they’re in now...

And then a chance to talk about how those might interact.  It’s all really important stuff.

For the church family, our history is the story of God’s unfolding plan.  The gospel is ongoing, and when Jesus came along, he identified with the tradition of the Jews, of his parents, of the Old Testament prophets, of John the Baptist.  And we must do the same.

We aren’t just dropped into life, it’s much more complicated than that - and this is where our social, emotional and spiritual intelligence comes in.

When it comes to the way we might talk about the Christian faith with a friend or neighbour, if we don’t first understand our context and theirs, we might go horribly wrong.

Think about an older person who has emerged from a post-war culture with a strong sense of duty talking to a young person today with much less respect for authority and a much stronger view of personal rights.  Think about someone who has grown up a Christian, always believing, planning a evangelistic event with someone who came to faith the previous week through a vision of angels they had during the night.

I did a short leadership course at Windsor castle last year, and there was a chap there from Lastminute.com and one of the leaders of the course joked about a vicar he’d met on a previous course who told them that to understand his context you had to go back to 1130AD - to which the Lastminute guy quipped, ‘To understand mine, you have to go back to 11:30AM.’  For the high-tech internet company things move so fast that they only make very short term plans and live for the moment in a way that would be completely inappropriate for some churches - so how does a centuries old gospel become good news to a last-minute guy?

I’ve heard biologists explaining that life on earth emerged millions of years ago from some sort of primordial soup.  That’s the physical context we emerged from.  But what about the spiritual one, or the one that has more to do with heart and soul than skin and bone?

What’s your context?  Who are you following on from, what are you emerging out of?  We need to understand our spiritual, cultural and personal heritage - our evolution.

I’m not just talking about your church history, but your own faith story as well.  Mark didn’t start with the birth of Jesus, he went back to Isaiah, and if he was writing your biography I suspect he wouldn’t start with your date of birth either - he would start with... well, you decide.

Think about what has happened to you during your lifetime (the good, the bad and the ugly) that has set the context for where you are now - and then think about how much has been shaped by what went on before you were born.  So much of the mission of the church has gone wrong or been ineffective because people have ignored their context and the context of the people they’re explaining the good news to.  We need to be more self-aware, socially-aware and spiritually-aware if we’re to be good news to anyone.

So, a messenger sent ahead...

3 "a voice of one calling in the desert, 'Prepare the way for the Lord, make straight paths for him.'" 
Preparation again.

I know we’re all busy (and more on this tomorrow), but the implication here is that God needs a bit of help - we can’t just sit back and assume that because he’s God he will make things happen, he needs the way to be prepared in order for him to get through, he rarely barges in.

One of the most popular ways we resist God is by delaying.  ‘I know I ought, but not just now.’

People promise that they’ll start coming to church when... whatever.  They will come back to the homegroup... next term.  They will pursue the ministry that God has called them to... when things are a bit quieter.

It’s great to delay because you get the best of both worlds - you get to be obedient to God without actually having to do what he wants you to.

But Mark starts his gospel in a much more uncompromising way.  He doesn’t think this gospel is a ‘quiet shake on your shoulder with the lights still out and a nice cup of tea by the bed’.  The language and imagery is more the ‘lying asleep in bed when someone bursts into the room and pours cold water on your face’ sort of wake-up call.  It’s time to stop dreaming and wake up to the reality.

The Church of England is quite good at sounding the alarm in such a kind way that nobody is really alarmed - but Mark says this really is important and we don’t have the luxury of a lie-in.

Luke said in his gospel (Luke 3:15), “The people were waiting expectantly and were all wondering in their hearts if John might possibly be the Christ.”

If you wander past a shop that has huge notices in the windows, ‘Sale ending soon!’, I wonder what your reaction is.

In the olden days, sales used to happen in January and last a couple of weeks, but now they happen so frequently that we know we don’t have to rush when we see the sign.  There’s always a sale on, there are always repeats on television, there’s always a better deal somewhere else, and the ‘one in a million’ X Factor winner is soon eclipsed by next year’s.  And so we become a bit jaded by the claims we hear that something or someone will never be repeated.  We now believe we have time not to respond and still catch up later - and so we’re in danger of not understanding the urgency and uniqueness of John the Baptist’s ministry, and the ministry of Jesus that followed, and the urgency of what we’re involved in.

4 And so John came, baptising in the desert region and preaching a baptism of repentance for the forgiveness of sins. 
5 The whole Judean countryside and all the people of Jerusalem went out to him. Confessing their sins, they were baptised by him in the Jordan River. 
The crowds were so keen to respond.

Plato once said, that ‘education wasn’t about teaching people new things, but extracting from their memories that which they already knew’.  Perhaps John was preaching to people who already knew they were sinners, that they were falling short, that they needed to find another way of doing things.  The society we live in might well see that life is mad (in fact, I’m pretty sure that most people do), but they might not see a way of responding - and that’s where our good news comes in.

A few weeks ago Katharine was talking to a mum at the village school who was worried about her daughter being upset over the recent death of a grandparent.  When she talked to Katharine she said, ‘I knew I had to talk to someone, but it never occurred to me to come to you lot - of course I can see now that you’d have been an obvious choice.’  It took Christine to ask if she had thought of talking to Katharine to set this woman on the right path.

Part of the good news we are as Christians is that we can help people look and see what’s what, what’s real, and then deal with it, rather than denying or burying it all.  People in Jesus day knew they needed some help, and so when John the Baptist came along to offer cleansing, forgiveness and purpose, many flocked to see him.  There’s a strong pressure today to deny your past, to break free from the context that you live in.  That’s not all a bad thing, but it is to the extent that it leaves people with no understanding of where they have emerged from - because if you don’t know where you are you can’t possibly know which way to turn next.

So we need to help people use or develop their spiritual intelligence.  St Paul wrote (Romans 10:13-15), “Everyone who calls on the name of the Lord will be saved. How, then, can they call on the one they have not believed in? And how can they believe in the one of whom they have not heard? And how can they hear without someone preaching to them? And how can they preach unless they are sent? As it is written, ‘How beautiful are the feet of those who bring good news!’”

We’re meant to be good visual (and audible) aids, not silent or invisible.

6 John wore clothing made of camel's hair, with a leather belt round his waist, and he ate locusts and wild honey. 
7 And this was his message: "After me will come one more powerful than I, the thongs of whose sandals I am not worthy to stoop down and untie. 
8 I baptise you with water, but he will baptise you with the Holy Spirit." 
The tension mounts.... but that’s enough for now.
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