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Sermon:  Mark 1: 1-8 (Beginning)
“The beginning of the good news of Jesus Christ, the Son of God.”
Beginnings.  Hard to imagine a more appropriate gospel passage for my first Sunday at St. Paul’s.  The beginning of Mark’s gospel, held by almost all Biblical scholars to be the first gospel written about the life of Jesus Christ.  Imagine how the author, traditionally held to be John Mark, felt as he began to write.  Where to begin.  How to begin.  What should the opening be?  We tend to think of this gospel as having the title, The Gospel of Mark.  As we find it in our Bibles.  But of course that wasn’t the way it was written.  There was no designation of the author, simply the words, “The beginning of the good news of Jesus Christ, the Son of God.”

It’s not hard to believe that Mark thought back to the introduction to the Hebrew Scriptures:  “In the beginning when God created the heavens and the earth . . .”  And for us, it brings to mind John’s prologue:  “In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God.”
Beginnings.  Often a bit unnerving, at the time.  They tend to stick in our minds.  First day of school.  First time we laid eyes on the person who would become our spouse, or the person who would become our best friend.  For those of us blessed with children, the first time we saw them.
I remember when our daughter, Shiloh, was born.  I was in the delivery room, expecting a boy.  We already had two boys, and boys ran in my family and girls in Paulette’s.  I was absolutely delighted to hear the doctor say that we had a baby girl.  He asked her name, and I proudly said, “Shiloh Elizabeth.”  He looked directly at me and said, “That’s a horrible name.  I guess she can go by Elizabeth.”  For the record, she has always loved her name.

Beginnings are the start of our stories.  Just recently we celebrated Thanksgiving, and many of us were fortunate enough to be with at least some of our family members.  And the time was filled with our shared stories.  Often, our beginnings.  What makes us who we are, as family.  And this is how it must have been in Mark’s mind, as he started the beginning of his gospel.
He writes, “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.’”  As the commentator William Barclay writes, “Mark starts the story of Jesus a long way back.  It did not begin with Jesus’ birth; it did not even begin with John the Baptizer in the wilderness; it began with the dreams of the prophets long ago; that is to say, it began long, long ago in the mind of God.
Barclay continues, “It has been said that ‘the thoughts of youth are long, long thoughts,’ and so are the thoughts of God.  God is characteristically a God who is working his purposes out.  History is not a random kaleidoscope of disconnected events; it is a process directed by God who sees the end in the beginning.”

So here we are.  At the beginning of our ministry together at St. Paul’s.  And, I hope, both praying the same thing.  That God is with us both, with Paulette and me, and with all of you, in a process directed by God.  Who sees what we cannot now see, who has purposefully brought us together.  Who has entrusted you to me, and us to you.  And who alone can see the end of our beginning.  Who alone can help us fulfill his purpose.
There is a Bible commentary series called Sacra Pagina, edited by the Jesuit Daniel Harrington.  He is also co-author of the volume on the Gospel of Mark, with another Jesuit, John Donahue.  They write that the OT references and allusions found in 2nd and 3rd Isaiah are very significant in Mark’s prologue, our gospel passage today.  In Isaiah 40:3 we hear, “A voice cries out: ‘In the wilderness prepare the way of the Lord, make straight in the desert a highway for our God.”  Both Mark and Isaiah promise a new manifestation of God’s rule, both look to the inclusion of Gentiles in God’s salvation, and both portray a prophetic figure who suffers and is rejected by his own people.
Another scholar, Menachem Mor, argues that post-exilic Judaism (that is, Judaism after the end of the Babylonian exile) was characterized by two dominant groups.  The first, reflected in the books of Ezra and Nehemiah, represents those who consider themselves to be the “holy seed” or “remnant,” and who opposed intermarriage with those who had remained in Israel and were considered to be “unclean.”  They focused on rebuilding the Temple, codifying the Law, and building a wall around Jerusalem.
The other group is reflected in the books of Jonah, Ruth, and Judith.  And in texts found in 2nd and 3rd Isaiah.  The texts used by Mark.  This group was interested in bringing together all the differing neighboring peoples.  Isaiah 56 says, “Do not let the foreigner joined to the Lord say, ‘The Lord will surely separate me from his people,’ . . . the foreigners who join themselves to the Lord, to minister to him, to love the name of the Lord, and to be his servants . .  . these I will bring to my holy mountain, and make them joyful in my house of prayer . . . for my house shall be called a house of prayer for all peoples.  Thus says the Lord God, who gathers the outcasts of Israel, I will gather others to them besides those already gathered.”
So in his prologue, our gospel today, Mark places himself in the “universalist” camp, those who support the inclusion of the Jewish people who intermarried, and more, the inclusion of the nations, the Gentiles.
It is a message that has always been embraced by Anglicans.  Our roots trace back to both the joining of the Celtic Church with Rome.  And we have retained elements of both.  We embrace both our Protestant and Roman Catholic heritage, following a unique via media.  And our universalist orientation sparked Anglican evangelism to the world that was unsurpassed in the great missionary work of the 19th century.

As Episcopalians we are in communion with all Christians.  We disavow any requirement for rebaptism.  Holy Communion is open to all baptized in the Name of the Father, and the Son, and the Holy Spirit.  We require no “confession of faith” for membership.  We are now, and have always been, a church of the “big tent.”
The beauty and form of our liturgy, open communion and “big tent” theology.  This is what first drew me to the Anglican Church, and kept me in the Episcopal Church when we returned to the States.  But the “big tent” theology, the tolerance for differences within the Episcopal Church, goes deeper for me than simply my individualist streak that rebels at others telling me what I should believe.  It’s part of my story.
My father was Lutheran, my mother Episcopalian, but I was raised Presbyterian because they had a better Sunday School.  Paulette was raised Free Methodist, then Baptist.  When Paulette and I were married as undergraduates at Purdue, we were poor.  We had no car, and the only church within walking distance of married student housing was St. Thomas Aquinas, a RC Church.  It was my first exposure to a liturgical service, and I loved it.  I felt like we participated in the service, and the best part was that the sermon was short.  We took classes to become RC, but the theological jump was too great.  But it left me with affection for the Catholic Church.
For many years we stopped going to church, but when we were living in London I had a co-worker who was relentless in evangelizing me.  His name was Perry Teymourian, an Iranian Muslim who had converted to Christianity.    Around the same time I received a present from my mother-in-law, whom I adored.  It was a Bible.  Not just any Bible, mind you.  It was a giant print, King James Version, Faith Partners edition.  Put out by Jerry Falwell.  Yep, Jerry Falwell.  And it hit me at the right time.  Instead of working late I started coming home on time, and spent a week reading the entire NT.  Finding a truth that I found lacking in the world, a truth that made sense to me.
It wasn’t long before Paulette and I started looking for a church.  We tried the Baptist church, and they were very welcoming to us.  But they didn’t have much of a Sunday School for our children, so we went to St. John’s at Hampstead, Church of England.
There I found the liturgy that I loved and the Protestant theology that I was comfortable with.

I could go on much longer, but Episcopal sermons should be short.  The bottom line is that for me, the “big tent” theology is important.  It means that as Anglicans, as Episcopalians, we not only tolerate other denominations but we honor them as our brothers and sisters in Christ.  Recognizing that they also worship our Lord Jesus Christ as Savior, and are doing their best to follow him.  Our “big tent” theology means that all Christians are welcome at our celebration of Holy Communion and all Christians are part of the Body of Christ.
For you never know when someone will come into our church from another denomination, someone with warm feelings toward the RC church, or someone who had a mother-in-law who gave him a Jerry Falwell King James Version Bible that changed his life.  So we do our best to welcome everyone, conservative and liberal, evangelical and catholic, Anglo and Hispanic.
Mark began his gospel knowing that he had something to say, something to share – the good news of Jesus Christ, the Son of God.  We all know how we have been blessed by his message, his gospel.  We know too, as Episcopalians, that we have something to say, something to share – our liturgy, our open communion, and our broad tent theology.  Our unique contribution to sharing the good news of Jesus Christ with the world.
I am keenly aware that we are at a beginning here at St. Paul’s.  It is a dream for me, to serve as your rector.  I was blessed to serve at All Saints of the Desert in Sun City, and I know what it is like to love a congregation and to be loved by them.  My hopes for us are unbounded, for discerning together what God calls us to do.  Let us dream dreams, as the prophet Isaiah said.  In this season of Advent we are called to reflect on the Incarnation of Christ, and what it means to us personally.  Let us also reflect on our gifts, our talents and treasures.  And prepare to bring them to our Lord.
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