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Third Sunday of Advent • December 17, 2017 
Isaiah 61:1-4, 8-11  •  Luke 1:46b-55  •  1 Thessalonians 5:16-24   •  John 1:6-8, 19-28 

  
Two weeks ago, we celebrated the beginning of a new church year. And with a new church 

year comes a new set of readings. We and most ELCA churches take our readings from a three-year 
cycle called the Revised Common Lectionary. And we’re now in the second of the three years, which 
is called year B. And year A is draws from Matthew, year B draws from Mark, and year C draws 
from Luke. So, in theory, next weekend is Christmas in year B, so we’re going to read the Christmas 
story from Mark’s gospel. But if you show up next Sunday, you won’t hear the Christmas story from 
Mark. And there’s a very simple reason for that which is that Mark doesn’t have a Christmas story. 
But it’s Christmas Eve and people want to hear a Christmas story, so we plug in St. Luke’s version 
instead. Mark has no stable, no manger, no barn animals, no magi, no shepherds, none of that. 
Everything you like about the Christmas story, everything the Sunday school kids are going to act 
out in a minute, Mark doesn’t care about any of it. The very first thing that happens in Mark’s gospel 
is Jesus is baptized by John. Which means he’s thirtysomething when he shows up. 
 People used to think that that was a shortcoming or a failure of Mark’s. People thought that 

Mark left out the story of Jesus’s birth because he was in a hurry. Or, my personal favorite, he ran 

out of paper. But if you want to understand why Mark began his gospel not with Jesus’s birth but 

with his baptism, go back to today’s reading from Isaiah.  

If there is a reading that people really need to hear this Christmas, this Isaiah reading is it. 

Because I’ve been talking to you all. We talk over coffee hour. We talk at your homes. We talk at 

Stop and Shop. And the one thing I hear over and over again is that it feels like things are just crazy. 

Like you woke up one day and suddenly the world didn’t make sense to you anymore. Like you 

don’t recognize the world you’re living in all of a sudden. That’s what I hear from our younger 

members. That’s what I hear from our older members. That’s what I hear from our conservative 

members. That’s what I hear from our progressive members. That’s what I hear from newcomers. 

That’s what I hear from longtime members. That’s what I hear over and over again. “What 

happened?” And that other question that’s always right below the surface, “Who am I in this new 

world? Who am I in this new situation?” 

For the past two weeks, we’ve been talking about Isaiah. Isaiah is a book about the 

experience of living in exile. About living in the wilderness. Last week, we heard a vision of hope 

while the Israelites are living in Babylon. When the prophet tells the people that one day, God is 

going to bring them back from exile into their home. And eventually, they do come home. Two 

weeks ago, we heard a reading from Isaiah about how to rebuild the community after the exile 

experience. Who gets to be a part of it? Who gets to call themselves an Israelite?  

 And today we get another reading about how the Israelites are to come back after the exile 

experience. About how to come home after living in the wilderness. When Isaiah tells the Israelites 

that they’re going home, they think it’s going to be amazing. It’s going to be what it used to be. The 

Israel that their great-grandparents always used to talk about. And they get back and everything is 

leveled. It’s gone. The temple. Their homes. Gone. It’s just ruins now. They had hoped that when 

they got back, they would be the community God had intended them to be. But they’re not the 

community God intended them to be at all. They still feel broken hearted. They are still in debt to 
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each other. They are still fighting. New place, same old problems. And they think to themselves, the 

same thing so many of us think, “What happened? And who are we in this new situation?” 

 And the temptation for those Israelites and for so many of us when we face a new situation 

that’s uncertain is to pull back. To think that it’s a lost cause. To think that it’s a foregone 

conclusion. To think that they can’t make a difference.  

 And then we hear those famous lines from the prophet Isaiah. “The Spirit of the LORD is 

upon me because the Lord has anointed me.” Isaiah proclaims there will be an anointed one to bring 

good news to the oppressed, to bind up the heartbroken, and proclaim liberty to the captives. And, 

Isaiah says, that anointed one will help take those who mourn and turn them into builders, so they 

can build up from the ancient ruins and the devastations of the previous generations. Israel will be 

the people that God intended them to be. And it will be so peaceful, so transformative, so just, that 

all the other nations of the earth will see how powerful God is.  

 But the anointed one doesn’t show up. Not for a month. Not for a year. Not for a while. 

Flash forward five hundred some years to today’s gospel reading. John is out on the banks of the 

river Jordan. And when people come out to see what this John guy is up to, the very first thing John 

says is, “I am not the messiah. I am not the anointed one.” The anointed one, we know, is Jesus. In 

Luke’s gospel, one of the first things Jesus does is he goes to his hometown, and he goes to the 

synagogue, and he picks up a scroll, and he picks up Isaiah 61, “The Spirit of the Lord is upon me, 

because he has anointed me.” And then he puts the scroll back and says, “Today the scripture has 

been fulfilled in your hearing.” They didn’t have mic drops in the first century, but if they did this is 

certainly mic drop worthy.  

 So how does Jesus live as the anointed one? What does Jesus do with the Spirit of the Lord 

that is on him? This is why Mark doesn’t include a birth story. Because Mark wants a story about 

baptism. About how the Spirit that comes on Jesus in baptism, the Spirit that allows him to bind up 

the heartbroken, proclaim good news to the oppressed. To provide for those who mourn. That 

same Spirit that enlivens and empowers Jesus’s ministry is that same Spirit God gives us. The Spirit 

that empowers us to build up the ancient ruins and raise up the former devastations of our lives. 

  

Joseph Schattauer Paillé, Pastor 


