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• ‘Oh, how the mighty are falling!’ Like Humpty Dumpty, they are tumbling 
down, and on both ends of our polarized society. In these past weeks, we 
have seen leaders and celebrities accused and shamed, by charges of 
reckless and indecent conduct. Our culture has changed, not because such 
things are happening, but because such things are happening so 
extensively, and receiving so much attention. But we we need to remember 
that human leaders have always been fallible. No matter how strong they 
appear, human leaders always share our weaknesses. Woe be to us, if we 
rely too much on people unable to bear the responsibility and 
accountability we expect from them. 

• In voicing this theme, perhaps I may be articulating a modern problem. Yet, 
as the old nursery rhyme suggests, the same problems existed in earlier 
days. And this is why our Gospel reading, set in the wilderness 2,000 years 
ago, can speak powerfully to us, and to our times. For in one very basic way, 
our Gospel is all about the challenges we now face, every day, when we 
read or hear the news. So many of the things reported are discouraging and 
frustrating, or cause us anger. In response, we’re likely to wonder where we 
can turn for encouragement and hope. To paraphrase Paul, the answer is 
‘nearer to us than when we first believed.’  We find the answer this morning 1

by the Jordan River, and in the Coming One who is at the center of Advent. 

• Just over 400 years ago, a painter known as Pieter Brueghel the Younger 
painted a popular Gospel scene ~ his picture of John the Baptizer 
preaching near the Jordan River. Mark tells us that John “appeared in the 
wilderness, proclaiming a baptism of repentance for the forgiveness of sins. 
And people from the whole Judaean countryside, and all the people of 
Jerusalem, were going out to him, and were baptized by him in the river 
Jordan, confessing their sins.” Pieter Brueghel nicely catches Mark’s stress 
on the large number of people who came out to John. But look at the crowd 
that Brueghel portrays. They are not in biblical Palestine, nor do they appear 
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to be from the first century. Instead, the artist portrays them in the setting 
and clothing of his own time and place. 

• This speaks to a powerful biblical point we could easily overlook. Just as all 
New Testament stories were about ‘then,’ they are also about now! That is 
why we hear a Fifth century B.C. prophet give voice to the God of Israel: 
“Comfort, O comfort my people, says your God. Speak tenderly to 
Jerusalem…” Roughly five hundred years later, Gospel writers heard and 
rightly understood these same words as spoken to them, and to their 
circumstances. And now, after two thousand more years, we can have the 
same experience, as we hear the same timeless message. In parallel way to 
Pieter Brueghel, we can find deep meaning in John’s ministry of predicting 
and preparing for the Messiah. Even though John’s ministry occurred at a 
very different time and place from our own, we can discern how it applies to 
our own circumstances. For we live in an age and in a culture that is equally 
corrupted by a desire for power and control; and we live among people just 
as prone to greed, exploitation of others, and self-advancement. Perhaps we 
recognize some of these traits within ourselves. 

• If I had Pieter Brueghel’s skills, I’d want to reproduce this painting. But I 
would set it in the scenery of Western Michigan. I would portray people 
looking like they have come out of downtown offices and the mall, and from 
our neighborhood here in East Grand Rapids. And, I would want to put 
recognizable portraits of all of you in the picture! Why? To make the same 
point the Pieter Brueghel does, following Mark’s Gospel. To show that—if 
John appeared in the wilderness near us, proclaiming a baptism for the 
forgiveness of sins—people from the whole Kent County countryside, and all 
the people of Grand Rapids would be going out to him. 

• Now, why would we do that? Why would we go out to one of the natural 
recreation areas outside our city, to see and hear a figure like John the 

© Stephen Holmgren 2017 / Sermon for Advent 2  B 17, Dec. 10, 2017                                       !2



A D V E N T    2,  Dec. 10,  2017, Year B

Baptizer. The answer is simple, but it has two parts: the answer has to do 
with who we are; and it has to do with him and with his message. 

• The first part has to do with us. Feeling unsettled about the state of our 
country and world, experiencing unease and fear about our stability and 
safety, we have a choice. We can continue to be attached to our sources of 
anxiety, by staying glued to the news and daily gossip about ongoing 
events. Or, we can recognize that we are—at least by default—part of the 
problem.  

• Whether or not we can change anyone else, we can certainly reckon with 
ourselves. We can realize our complicity in the ill that is all around us, which 
threatens to consume us. We can acknowledge that something sick, 
something morally bankrupt, has infected our culture, and has tainted our 
approach to daily life. If so, we can then confront it. Perceiving there is no 
spiritual health within us, we can look for healing and guidance from a 
higher source. Stepping outside ourselves, by recognizing our need for 
God’s intervention in our lives, we can follow the spiritual path of those who 
went out to John, in hope. 

• The second reason we would go out has to do with John, with who he was 
and with what was happening through his ministry. John was shaped by his 
religious and spiritual tradition, and he genuinely shared God’s revelation. 
Yet John refused to be co-opted by how his tradition had drifted from its 
calling. For Israel’s vocation was to embody holiness and righteousness, so 
that the whole world would be drawn to it. John stood against the corrupted 
leadership of his day. But he also focused on how God’s people could 
repent and return. So he went out to a place that represented cleansing and 
a new beginning. The Jordan River had been the entrance point into the 
Promised Land. And, it hearkened back to the crossing of the Red Sea, 
where Israel entered into a new Covenant life with God. 
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• We, ourselves, don’t literally need to find someone like John, who might call 
us out to a rural riverside. But, we will always need to repent and return. We 
will always need cleansing, and new beginnings, especially given the state 
of our culture. This is because it is so easy to drift along with the amoral 
lawlessness we see all around us; and by default to participate in the human 
diminishment toward which it leads.’ But we can also decide to pursue life. 
We can seek the real Life that we find as fellow pilgrims, along the Way of 
Truth.   2

• For we hear a voice, a voice crying out in the wilderness, and a voice 
echoing down through the centuries. It tells us that “the glory of the Lord 
shall be revealed,” and that “all people shall see it together.”  And so we 3

listen to the Letter of Peter: He urges us to lead lives of holiness and 
godliness, as we wait for the coming ‘day of God.’  This is just as we sang in 4

our opening hymn, ‘Hark! a thrilling voice is sounding; "Christ is nigh," it 
seems to say; "Cast away the works of darkness, O ye children of the day!”’  5

For as Peter says, “we wait for new heavens and a new earth, where 
righteousness is at home.” This is our real ground of hope! 
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Pieter Brueghel the Younger, The Preaching of St. John the Baptist, 1601-4 
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1 Hark! a thrilling voice is sounding. 

"Christ is nigh," it seems to say; 

"Cast away the works of darkness, 

O ye children of the day." 

2 Wakened by the solemn warning, 

from earth's bondage let us rise; 

Christ, our sun, all sloth dispelling, 

shines upon the morning skies. 

3 Lo! the Lamb, so long expected, 

comes with pardon down from heaven; 

let us haste, with tears of sorrow, 

one and all to be forgiven; 

4 so when next he comes with glory, 

and the world is wrapped in fear, 

may he with his mercy shield us, 

and with words of love draw near. 

5 Honor, glory, might, and blessing 

to the Father and the Son, 

with the everlasting Spirit, 

while unending ages run. 

Hymn 59, The Hymnal 1982  6
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Mark 1:1-8 25:1-13 

The beginning of the good news of Jesus Christ, the Son of God. 

As it is written in the prophet Isaiah, 

 “See, I am sending my messenger ahead of you,  
  who will prepare your way; 

 the voice of one crying out in the wilderness:  
  ‘Prepare the way of the Lord,  
  make his paths straight,’” 

John the baptizer appeared in the wilderness, proclaiming a baptism of repentance for the 
forgiveness of sins. And people from the whole Judean countryside and all the people of 
Jerusalem were going out to him, and were baptized by him in the river Jordan, confessing 
their sins. Now John was clothed with camel’s hair, with a leather belt around his waist, and 
he ate locusts and wild honey. He proclaimed, “The one who is more powerful than I is 
coming after me; I am not worthy to stoop down and untie the thong of his sandals. I have 
baptized you with water; but he will baptize you with the Holy Spirit.” 

Notes: 

 See Romans 13:11-12: “11 Besides this, you know what time it is, how it is now the moment for you to 1

wake from sleep. For salvation is nearer to us now than when we became believers; 12 the night is far 
gone, the day is near. Let us then lay aside the works of darkness and put on the armor of light;”

 An elaboration of Jesus’ Last Supper words to his disciples, in John 14.2

 These words are from our first reading, Isaiah 40:1-11.3

 See 2 Peter 3:8-15, our Epistle reading.4

 From: Hark! a thrilling voice (The Hymnal 1982), #59. {Source: Latin, ca. 6th century; adapted from the 5

translation found in the 1861 Hymns Ancient and Modern.}

 See endnote # 5, above.6
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