We are going to pause little in our the Advent Conspiracy this morning because it's our Confirmation Service later and besides perhaps we need a break! But can I just remind you of the Advent quiet morning next Saturday between 10 and 12noon?
Mark's gospel begins as it ends: abruptly. In Matthew and Luke we get a lead-in with genealogies and birth stories and in John's Gospel we get that rich prologue of the Word becoming flesh. But the Gospel of Mark gets straight to it with a quotation from Isaiah and the appearance of the startling figure of John the Baptiser who comes to proclaim the advent of one who will baptise with the fire of the Spirit. I want to suggest that Mark wants us his readers to sense two things: that God is acting in history in an utterly new way and yet at the same time in fulfilment of an ancient promise.

Let's look at the ancient promise first. There is a quotation from Isaiah chapter 40 in which God's exiled people are promised liberation and restoration. A people who are groaning in captivity in Babylon will be saved and rescued because God keeps his promises. God has made a covenant with his people and despite their failure to keep their side of the bargain God is faithful and is coming to set them free. John the Baptiser stands very firmly in that long and venerable tradition of God's prophets who recall his people to life. The way John is dressed is one of those little acted parables we thought about last week. He is dressed like a prophet, particularly like Elijah whose role it was to pronounce the coming of the Messiah. We may find his diet a little odd and his dress sense questionable but his contemporaries who saw this dramatic figure appear in the wilderness would have understood immediately who he was. In one sense, there is nothing new to see here. This is God doing what he has done since the beginning of Israel's history, by his messengers the prophets, urging them, imploring them, to turn away from their sin and disobedience and to return to him and live. Of course, we think in terms of old and new Testaments and perhaps we see John the Baptiser as something of a bridge between the two but it is important to remember that it's the same God, old and new covenant, who longs to restore relationships and to give life.

So Mark's gospel begins by reminding us that all history is God's history. In the proclamation of John the Baptiser, God does what he has always done. But whilst it is true that God's nature is unchanging and constant, Mark's gospel wants us to understand that what is happening here in the Judaean desert is something completely radical and new. For all that it has been promised from of old, it is nonetheless a new thing that God is doing. The opening words of chapter 1 are these:
The beginning of the gospel about Jesus Christ, the Son of God.

Something is beginning here, something that is urgent, something which is "gospel" which means news. Is it too fanciful to notice that the opening words of the Gospel of Mark talk about the beginning just as the opening words of Genesis also talk about "in the beginning"? "In the beginning God made heaven and earth"; he did a new thing, creating the universe from the soup of chaos. "The beginning of the gospel about Jesus Christ". God is doing a new thing not only in the history of Israel but also for all humanity. So if John the Baptiser does what the prophets of old have often done, proclaimed God's love and judgement and baptise with water, there is one coming who is going to rewrite the rule books. The one who's coming will not baptise with water alone but with the Spirit. This Jesus Christ, the son of God, fulfilment of God's ancient promise is nonetheless the agent of God's new creation.

Old and yet new, ancient and yet contemporary, familiar yet always surprising. This is how, says Mark, God works in history. This is how God works in our lives. Because we live in a world that prizes novelty perhaps more than it does newness. We live in a world that hungers for the latest thing but then very quickly gets bored and discards it rather like that unwanted Christmas gift (just thought we should get a little bit of the Advent Conspiracy in somewhere!). But God is the Ancient of Days, the one for whom time means nothing and his plans and purposes are not subject to whim or fashion. We worship the God who is utterly faithful to his ancient promises and whose love is unwavering and character unchanging. Amidst a world of novelty and change, we have firm ground upon which to stand.

And yet, this same God is always doing new things, bringing about a new creation. In Jesus, he acts decisively and afresh. He does what the writer to the Hebrews describes in the opening verses of his letter:
In the past God spoke to our forefathers through the prophets at many times and in various ways, but in these last days he has spoken to us by his Son, whom he appointed heir of all things, and through whom he made the universe.
Yes, Jesus is the fulfilment of that ancient promise but for those of us who are "in Christ" and baptised in his Spirit , we should always expect God to be doing new things. The Spirit with which we are baptised, the same Spirit that moved over the waters at the beginning of creation, now moves amongst us, his people, and still brings into being new things, new and surprising demonstrations of God's kingdom. We might say that by the Spirit, God reveals his ancient promises in new ways. This advent we are reminded through our readings and in the liturgy of the promises of God from the beginning of time but at this advent season we are also ready, waiting and prepared to see God doing new things in the world and in the hearts of us his people.
