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Our reading this first Wednesday of the new year cdmes from Mark 1:1-11. “The
beginning of the good news of Jesus Christ, the Son of @edt is written in the prophet
Isaiah, “See, | am sending my messenger ahead of yauwilllprepare your way; the voice of
one crying out in the wilderness: ‘Prepare the wayefitord, make his paths straight,” John
the baptizer appeared in the wilderness, proclaiming asbapf repentance for the forgiveness
of sins. And people from the whole Judean countrysideatitide people of Jerusalem were
going out to him, and were baptized by him in the river Jyrdanfessing their sins. Now John
was clothed with camel’s hair, with a leather bedtusnd his waist, and he ate locusts and wild
honey. He proclaimed, “The one who is more powerfahthis coming after me; | am not
worthy to stoop down and untie the thong of his sandaisve baptized you with water; but he
will baptize you with the Holy Spirit.” In those dayesus came from Nazareth of Galilee and
was baptized by John in the Jordan. And just as he vmisgaip out of the water, he saw the
heavens torn apart and the Spirit descending like a dok@onAnd a voice came from heaven,
“You are my Son, the Beloved; with you | am well plehse

Did you guys happen to catch the news of the alleged aiydeing at Presbyterian

Hospital just prior to Christmas Day? It was quitenasting. If you missed it, just before
Christmas there was apparently quite a stir on otleedfloors of the hospital when a bright
light- kind of in the shape of an angel was spottechemtonitor of a nurse’s station security
camera hovering just outside the hospital room ofrg siek young girl who had recently had
life sustaining measures withdrawn from her. One nugsarted also seeing a man standing just
outside the unit doors who kept vanishing when she would opentthiet him in. Just days
later, inexplicably, the young girl, who had not berpeeted to survive, went home fully
recovered. | learned just after hearing the storyefhyisat they had called in a local preacher to
look at the tape and authenticate weather or not it etagly an angel they caught on film-
which made me smile a bit one because | do wonder soe®etuinat people think they teach us
at seminary, two because they never seem to ask a feméshyo do these things (what are we,
chopped liver?), and finally because if it is true, | candgine an act of God needing any
authentication from us. It is like the formerly blinédimin the temple who said to the inquisitive
priests about Jesus, “All I know is that once | was blmd,now | see.”

We are in many ways now moving out of that familiar enils own way miraculous season of
Christmas that is filled with that wonderful atmosgghef awe and inspiration and anticipation
and joy.

Just two weeks away and already the new year has cding no with a rather unremarkable
thud. Welcome back to ‘Normal time” a friend wrote ineamail recently- as opposed to
‘holiday time’ he joked. Just two days ago while | wathatY someone announced more
boldly, “It's the first Monday of the year!” and far minute there | wasn't entirely sure that he
was going to make it out alive.

No, it seems that the world will have its way and weaver let us bask in the quiet glow of
Christmas for long. There are no more angel sightingsake headlines- quite the contrary
actually as political corruption and violence in the Mel#ast erupt back onto the scene and we
find ourselves once again having to squint to see where anhbd is at work. Things just
aren’t always as clear this side of Christmas.

There are no stars to point the way to any mangechoirs of angels to announce our arrival
once we get there and yet the imperative of our faideek God remains. And the desire to



have our hearts jump at the prospect of a sign - anl sigiing in pediatrics, a virgin who
conceives and bears a son- remains as well.

Don’'t we so often find ourselves in the midst of histfamiliar - and sometimes very painful-
normal time wanting to join in the cry of Isaiah whadg€a God, “O that you would tear open
the heavens and come down, so that the mountains would afugier presence!” God, be
undeniable and spectacular! Show us a sign!

Of course the people back then- in Jesus’ time- weidrlg for signs too. Astrologers watched
the skies for signs of events of cosmic significanéepurse, but there were also those who
looked for signs of the coming Messiah. Signs foretioldinstance, by Isaiah who also said,
“See, | am sending my messenger ahead of you, who wplpe your way; the voice of one
crying out in the wilderness: ‘Prepare the way ofltbed, make his paths straight.”

Sure there were signs. But then came Jesus- God'&sdimself- born into the world just

like the rest of us only quite possibly with less publitfdéae. Then came John- a man who
reeked of camel and had a taste for locusts- who preaghextaace - told the people to turn
away from what they had been doing- to make up their masdg)e word translates, to turn their
hearts from their ways to God’s ways. He may as hale been wearing a sandwich board
saying‘repent- the end is near - one who is more powetdn | is coming.’

These are not spectacular signs. They are ordingmg seen by an unremarkable few. And
here we have the story of the baptism of Jesus.

The baptism itself is described in zero detail, but therget our sign- and read that “just as he
was coming up out of the water, he saw the heavensparhand the Spirit descending like a
dove on him. And a voice came from heaven, “You aré&ony, the Beloved; with you | am
well pleased.”

There is usually so much orchestral music playing in rmdmwvhen | think about this scene or
the scene at the nativity- so many sweeping stringosectind glory hallelujahs that strike up
when | try and picture these events that the gosp&nsrdescribe that they obscure my vision-
and | forget that precious few actually saw them.

In Mark’s gospel, the reader is omniscient- we know itkalt we are given no detail to flesh out
the narrative. In Mark’s gospel John does not give angatidn that he recognizes Jesus- there
is no mention of anyone among the crowds taking nadicteially. It says only that Jesus was
baptized and as he came out of the water, he saveéweihs torn apart, the spirit descend, and
heard the voice. But that’s it.

It was an extremely localized phenomenon. And thefaraas anyone else is concerned - and it
would appear from Mark’s writing that no one, actuallyswancerned, Jesus disappears into the
wilderness to be tested by the devil. A young adultaa my age actually- takes off on his own
for about a month and a half, then comes back and begireal and to teach.

It is as Donald Juel, one of my former seminary professsaid of the temple curtain being torn
in half when Jesus was crucified, “the barrier betw®ed and his creation had been torn in half
but people still lived as if nothing had happened.” Theydigst’'t see the signs.



While Jesus enacted miracles of healing in his lifetinteraews of these events spread, the
miracles and signs associated with our Lord were relgtiocalized phenomenon. They
occurred at a specific time and place in history, ane watnessed by a specific few. And yet
throngs of followers would begin to seek out Jesus.

Perhaps in the hope of a spectacle- a star in therdkye appearance of an angel maybe. But
more likely the reason for their interest had much tedo with what happened around Jesus
than it did with what they noticed taking place withiemselves when he was around. Because
there was something different about this thirty-somethwagn’t there?

In the same way also after his resurrection, the pybahich was authenticated by a very few,
miracles of healing would take place at the hands afid@ples, but more broadly it was the
stirring of hearts- signs from within that would comged people to turn from their ways to
God’s and to make up their minds to follow Jesus.

Because the gospel did not spread beyond that little regitve Middle East where a dozen or
so followers of one man performed a few signs and warndéris name, did not topple
prevailing religious sentiments in Rome in its heyday,nbt cause martyrs and missionaries to
risk their lives over centuries, did not spread to billiohpeople over time around the entire
globe because a few lucky people saw the signs teatahd had been seeking for a thousand
years, but because for two thousand years people haseted and hearts have been changed -
lives transformed- because of the movement of thg Bplrit within them that made Christ real.

During Christmas we grow accustomed to searching for sigtssde of ourselves to speak to
and give meaning to our deepest questions and need - it is f@stoloymn said- "and ye,
beneath life's crushing load - with painful steps and slow-feav for glad and golden hours
come swiftly on the wing."

We search for signs of God’s presence and activity- we hdogthe wonder, for the

undeniable and spectacular just as people have since thaibggf time, but we have all the
signs we need right inside ourselves where the Holyt$pat work. That Spirit. Who was
poured out by God our heavenly Father, to descended upon alihis@on like a dove at his
baptism. Who gave him power to heal- to endure death- aresbeected. That Spirit who was
sent by Jesus after his resurrection into his disctplégs his spiritual presence with them
always. That Spirit that would be multiplied in thealts of those who heard their proclamation
of the gospel so that that resulting legion of belisvstirred not by what they saw around them
but by the Holy Spirit within would then together be wivat call church- Christ’s physical
presence in the world forever.

We have a few simple signs before us today. Nothingyfant that we experience as
sacrament. Because in addition to Christ’s sacrédma God’s love, they remind us that while
we may look for signs of God’s presence outside of dwgsen bread or angels or stars in the
sky, we must also remember that we are called toregéhot the sign but the thing it signifies-
a truth that is deep within each of us where signsoabe found too - which is that by the Holy
Spirit Christ is present there. He is our spirit ardare his body and together we move out into
the world to be living sacraments- living signs of God’s @nes with us - still and always
proclaiming Emmanuel. Amen.



