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1 The beginning of the good news of Jesus Christ, the Son of God. 2 As it is 

written in the prophet Isaiah, “See, I am sending my messenger ahead of you, who will 

prepare your way; 3 the voice of one crying out in the wilderness: ‘Prepare the way of the 

Lord, make his paths straight.’”  

4 John the baptizer appeared in the wilderness, proclaiming a baptism of 

repentance for the forgiveness of sins. 5 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. 6 Now John was clothed with camel’s hair, with a 

leather belt around his waist, and he ate locusts and wild honey. 7 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. 8 I have baptized you with water; but he will baptize you 

with the Holy Spirit.” 

1   

In the sixth century before the birth of Christ an almost unimaginable calamity befell our 

Jewish ancestors. Jerusalem fell. The Holy City, the ultimate City on a Hill, was taken by 

violence, by a foreign power. The place where God uniquely resided on earth — the Temple, 

dreamed by King David and built by King Solomon — was destroyed, its priests and rulers 

forced into captivity in Babylon. A dreadful silence settled on the Israelites. The voice of God no 

longer spoke. The people sat in exile: hoping, longing, yearning.  

Then a word came from the prophet Isaiah, a word from the Lord. “Comfort,” was the 

first word. “Comfort, O comfort, my people.”  

The word that God caused the people to hear first was comfort: a word for defeated and 

weary people.  

According to the prophets, the people had abandoned the way of their ancestors. They 

had gone so far from God that they lost the strength and common bonds that can only come 

through God’s spirit. They had stopped listening and ignored the ways laid down by God, which 

weakened them to the point where hostile powers took them over. But when calamity fell, God 

put one special word on Isaiah’s tongue, “Comfort. Speak tenderly to Jerusalem. All is repaid, all 

forgiven.”  

Comfort is a word for the ages. It does not lose its power to give healing and hope, to 

those who are listening. Comfort: a Word always worth hearing. This is not the comfort of a fine 

pair of slippers or a familiar old coat. Isaiah spoke of comfort for bruised and broken spirits. God 

said “Comfort” to the people of Isaiah’s time, who were dislocated, disempowered, distressed, 

discombobulated, dishonored, disheartened. God says “Comfort” to you and me, in our time. 

Even when we, also, are disempowered, distressed, discombobulated, dishonored, disheartened. 



J. Nelson, “Good News, Re-Gifted” (10 Dec 2017)  page 2 

2    

Now, it could be that the church gathered in this Meetinghouse today is the exception. It 

could be that all of us have successfully defended ourselves the desperate turmoil of the times. 

So if you have looked on our world and thought, “Everything is ordered pretty much as it should 

be, and where things are not quite right good people are in position to take care of the problem,” 

then this message is not for you. It could be that we have also inoculated ourselves against the 

lure of the shiny and new, the promises of purchases that will make life more peaceful, or at least 

more convenient. So if you have not felt any pull to get put your hopes in something new, in this 

season before Christmas, if you are entirely content with what you have in life, this message 

might not be for you. Take a snooze for a few minutes. It has happened before, during sermons; 

snoozing is a fine old church tradition.  

But for those of us, starting with your preacher, who have felt the insidious desire for one 

more tool to handle the tasks of daily life … 

and for those who have wished for something bright and new that would give us pleasure 

or express our love for someone else … 

and for those who carom from despondency to despair to rage when we see the extent of 

hunger and war and poverty and bigotry all around, and the seemingly ineluctable 

powers of bigotry and white supremacy and male supremacy and hetero-sexism 

and glorification of violence that have infected our civic leadership …  

and for those who are just tired, whose heart cries out for someone with the guts and 

spirit and intelligence to do something new and different … 

… God’s Word, “Comfort,” is for us.  

3   

Curiously, God’s word today is not at all a new word. St. Mark started off, “The 

beginning of the good news of Jesus Christ, the Son of God,” but the news is ancient. After all, 

we’ve already heard “In the beginning,” haven’t we? We have even heard the name “Jesus” 

before — it is a form of the name Joshua, the successor of Moses who led the Hebrew people 

into the promised land. The name Jesus, like the name Joshua, has a meaning that is as old as 

Moses: “YHWH is salvation.”  

Isn’t it curious?: the good news is not new. The great gift of God is, in fact, re-gifted. The 

re-gifted news of Jesus Christ, the son of God. Something that cannot be purchased, only 

received. Something truly worth going out of your way for. The gift that has been with us all 

along.  

Let me offer a pair of images. One comes from a movie: “What Would Jesus Buy?” It’s a 

funny and frighteningly sad portrayal of our culture’s addition to shopping. Shopping for shiny 

new things as a way of expressing love, or as a way of achieving the only comfort we have 

imagined. We spend staggering amounts of money — even in years when the economy has gone 

nearly stagnant and millions are out of work. With gospel eyes we could examine the longing for 

something new, a treat to make life easier or to ease our weariness, and recognize our longing as 

a symptom of our wounded, hungry souls. Our spiritual hunger, which can easily lead to 

disordered desire, puts more than our own spirits in jeopardy. Millions and millions of pounds of 

trash will be thrown into landfills as a result of this season. Dense crowds stampede into big-box 
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stores in such hungry haste that people have been trampled. All out of the soul-emptiness that 

grows into a desire for some new thing that will make the season bright.  

It’s a terrifying image. Especially when I realize I have that desire inside of me.  

But there is another image for you and me to take in, from the Gospel of Mark: “… 

people from the whole Judean countryside and all the people of Jerusalem were going out to 

[John], and were baptized by him in the river Jordan, confessing their sins” (Mk 1:5). Another 

crowd of people. And these were going way out of their way — from Jerusalem down to the 

Jordan valley. Over the course of that 25-mile journey, the land changes dramatically. They went 

down about 2,500 feet from the verdant mountaintop of the Holy City into a hot, dry, dusty land, 

where the brutal sun parches everything. Unforgiving. Unyielding.  

Why would they go? There must have been something that made it worthwhile. What on 

earth could it be? A guy wearing camel’s hair and leather, eating locust and wild honey? “What 

was strange must be wrong; what was unusual must be improper.”1 Besides: were there so few 

weirdoes in Jerusalem, they had to take a multi-day trip to the Jordan to see this one? But 

perhaps this one weirdo, this baptizer, fascinated the people not because he was doing something 

new but because in his appearance and his message John was pointing to something ancient, 

deeply rooted in the promise of God’s revolutionary peace.  

The clothing was a hint: he looked and acted very much like Elijah, next to Moses the 

greatest of Israel’s prophets. John the Baptist appeared to be Elijah, re-gifted.  

John’s message of repentance sounded like the clarion call of Isaiah, the great prophet 

through the time of the exile:  

Woe to you who make iniquitous decrees, 

    who write oppressive statutes, 

to turn aside the needy from justice 

    and to rob the poor of my people of their right, 

that widows may be your spoil. (Isa 10:1-2) 

John was bringing not a new and shiny message but one old, and hoary, and tough 

enough to face every tyrant: repent! Turn back from your lifeless, soul-sucking, hurtful ways. 

John gave call of God’s prophets, re-gifted.  

In short, the one who was coming, whose sandals John felt unworthy to untie: the 

Messiah, God’s salvation, regifted.  

The good news of Jesus Christ: a re-gift, regifted!  

Which means that even in our time: God has been here before, known the depredations of 

the cruel and powerful, most of them men. God has been here, known the marginalization and 

fortitude of women, of the poor, of persons of color. God has been here, and knows the good, old 

news that still has the power to change the world: I, the Holy One, Maker of heaven and earth, I 

will be found with the hurting and the hungry, with the raped and the ravaged, with the dreamers 

and the despairing. That is the good old news, re-gifted.  

                                                 
1 From Charlotte Brontë, Shirley.  
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Want to be faithful, this Advent season? The scripture gives us a way. It’s clear. It is 

affordable. It could be difficult, but it is within our grasp. This Advent season strive your utmost 

to do nothing new. Let as many greetings, and cards, and gifts be something precious and 

beautiful to you that is re-used, recycled, re-gifted. Not because you’re cheap, but because you 

know where the deepest value lies: in the Word of God that is flickering and flaming inside of 

you. Let the message you give echo the prophets. “Comfort,” says God, then and now. “A 

moment of pure grace is coming.” The Holy Spirit that can wash you clean, inside and out, is 

coming.  

The greatest gifts of all are actually re-gifted. After all: if regifting is good enough for 

God, could you or I possibly do better?  

5   

And in case this is the first sermon you have heard, and in case it is the last, take this 

thought with you: God’s good news, as old as creation itself, is waiting in you: a soul-deep 

comfort to make your Advent rich and the coming wonders bright.  

 


