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Allen Pruitt

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

That’s what we have here,
the beginning.

The gospel of our Patron saint is never very long on words.
Terse and to the point,

Mark never rambles too long or uses too many examples.
Mark says it once

and leaves us to figure out the rest.

I think that’s a preacher I could listen to.

What is the beginning of the good news,
the beginning of the gospel of Jesus Christ?

There’s a messenger out ahead of us,
proclaiming the work we all have to do.

And then Mark misquotes the Isaiah passage we heard today,
but the meaning is mostly the same.

There will be a highway in the desert,
a straight and level way,
a way by which every person

will be able to make their journey
through the desolate places
as they seek the Living God.



�2

That is our work:
“in the wilderness,

prepare the way of the Lord,
make straight in the desert

a highway for our God.”

I haven’t spent much time in the desert,
but I know some of you have.

I have never been anywhere near Israel,
but I know some of you have.

The deserts of that place are not flat and sandy places filled with sand.
They are rugged,

mountainous places,
high peaks and low valleys.

I think we imagine the worst thing about the desert
being the thirst from lack of water,
or maybe the hunger from lack of food.

But whatever water there is,
whatever food you might find,

it all becomes so much more difficult because of the terrain.

How can you make your way to water,
even if you know its location,

if standing in your way is a sheer cliff
followed by a thousand foot peak?

“Make straight in the desert,
a highway.”
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That’s the beginning of the good news.
The beginning of the gospel of Jesus Christ,

at least according to Mark.

There’s no time for nativities;
there’s barely time for a baptism.

Mark jumps straight to the point,
straight into what needs to happen.

What we need is a highway,
a way through all of these highs and lows,

these impossible climbs
and stomach turning drops.

We need a straight and a level way.

Our reading today ends with verse 8,
ends with John the Baptist.

But Mark’s beginning goes on for another seven verses,
leading up to Jesus and the first words he’s got to say.

“The time is fulfilled,
and the kingdom of God has come near;

repent and believe
in the good news.”



�4

But what does Jesus mean when he says that the time is fulfilled,
that the kingdom of God is at hand?

I don’t know.
I don’t know because I want to take him at his word

and I want to take him literally.

Are you telling me Jesus
that this world is about to end?

Because terrible as that sounds,
it’s easy enough for me.

It’s easy
because I just have to wait,

and then it’ll all be over.
And there won’t be much left for me to do.

But I’m worried Jesus;
I’m worried because I think I know what you mean.
I think you mean that this world is ending,

that it’s always coming to an end,
that things are always falling apart,

and that I’ve always got a chance to pick up the pieces
and start something new.

Because if the world is ending,
then there’s nothing new that’s going to come.

But if the world is always ending,
then it is always beginning again.

And Jesus I don’t like that;
I don’t like that because that sounds more like God;

that sounds like the truth;
that sounds more like trouble.
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Repent and believe.
Repent and believe.
Repent and believe.

Repentance isn’t easy.
Repentance means taking a hard look at yourself,

means finding yourself in the desert,
and admitting that you are there,

admitting that you likely got yourself there in the first place.

Repentance means
taking all those paths that you have made crooked in the world,
taking all those paths and making them straight.

Repent and believe.
Repent and believe.
Repent and believe.

But believing isn’t easy.
Among all the things I can do,

believing is about the most difficult thing I attempt.

Believing means opening up your heart;
believing means that you have a God

and you aren’t it.
Believing means taking all the paths that lead into your own little heart,

all the paths that you have made crooked
to keep everyone else out,

all the paths where only you know the way;
believing means straightening out every one of those paths,

one by one by one.
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Repent and believe.

It’s a tall order.
It’s more than you can imagine;
it’s more than can be reasonably asked.

Frederick Buechner says it another way.
“Repent and believe in the gospel, Jesus says.

Turn around and believe
that the good news that we are loved

is gooder than we ever dared hope,
and that to believe in that good news,

to live out of it
and toward it,

to be in love with that good news,
is of all glad things in this world,

the gladdest of all.”

Repent and believe.
That’s the beginning,

the beginning of the good news of Jesus Christ,
the son of God.

Repent and believe.
That’s the beginning.

But that is not the end.
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The end has no words;
the end is nearer to us than we can possibly imagine;
the end is as distant and constant as the horizon.

The end is with God,
whatever you repent,
whatever you believe.

The end is with God
the king of Creation,

who called Abraham
out of one desert
and into another,

who split the Red Sea.

God,
who was born in a foul-smelling stable,
who gathered every kind of disciple,
who died miserably and alone.

The end is with God,
who has met every death

with prodigal life.

Whether we can believe it,
or not.

The beginning is this:
repent and believe.

The end,
has always belonged to God.


