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Mark 1:1-8, December 4, 2011

	Obed Silva was brought by his mother, illegally, from Mexico.  She came not to find a better economic life for herself and her infant child, as is the case with many, but only to search out shelter that would be safe, safe from an abusive husband whose alcoholic problems threatened not only himself but his whole family.  For years, however, safety eluded Silva and his mother as his father imposed himself on the two of them from time to time, threatening to destroy that which had been so carefully and painstakingly created.  
	As he grew up, life for Obed was never easy.  Searching for shelter, he took up with a gang in his Orange County where shot and wounded a man.  Perhaps he was not surprised to find himself the object of such violence when in the midst of a liquor store robbery, a bullet severed his spinal cord and made him a paraplegic.  Out of that experience and because of the hope his mother continued to share with him, Obed turned in his wheelchair from the past of his father to a promise of a future wrapped up in learning.  Overshadowing all of this effort, however, was the threat of deportation, being sent---not returned---to a place and people entirely unfamiliar to him.  After several years, a judge ruled that Obed can remain in his home country.  Having graduated from a nearby state university, Obed now teaches writing at a junior college even as he labors on a manuscript he hopes will be published.   [Tobar, Hector, LA Times, September 9, 2011]
	Today, the first verses of the Gospel according to Mark have been recounted in our hearing.  Mark is spare in his beginnings, drawing hope out of the past and providing promise for the days ahead.  Reaching back to the ancient prophet Isaiah, Mark introduces the current prophet John who comes with a baptism of water to which another will add an inflowing of the Holy Spirit.  
	Brian McLaren, whom Phyllis Tickle claims to be the foremost theologian for this period of the church’s life, writes about moving from a flat, linear perception of time, something typically Greek, to a more three-dimensional vision of a building, blossoming understanding of God’s continuing creation.  “At every moment, [he writes] creation continues to unfold, liberation continues to unshackle us, and the peaceable kingdom continues to expand with new hope and promise.”  We are not stuck in a hopeless progression that eventuates in the destruction of the world and all life but now find ourselves, because of the grace of a loving God, to be ever in the midst of the new creation that is brought into being through the fulfillment of the purposes of God.  Though it may seem that we wander in the wilderness, the new land lies before us, just over the Jordan.  This is promise for any seeking shelter. 
	A couple moving toward the ancestral home of Bethlehem has finally made their way down out of the hills around Nazareth and onto the broad plain that bisects the land of Israel, separating the north from the south, a country of hill and sea from one of mountain and city.  Because the Roman empire has insisted that all return to the land of their ancestors for purposes of counting, many others travel the roads as well.  Perhaps there is conversation among the travelers, each identifying where he or she is headed, all speculating as to how shelter might be finally found, even as they seek it along the way.  Mary and Joseph walk with promise because, as is with these others who journey, they are going “home.”  
	We can choose to simply walk along through the four weeks of Advent or we can use this time to search out evidences of God’s offering of shelter, not for ourselves only but also for others.  Remembering how God has provided in the past, we can look with hopefilled eyes for all that God is creating, even through us.  Advent can be a time to accumulate, as though it is up to us to prepare our own way, or it can be a season of giving, preparing promise for others, particularly for those seeking shelter in the world.  We can live Advent to ourselves as we stop long enough to wonder and we can also enjoy it for others as we give.   Numerous opportunities are provided for both for any who seek them.
	There is a drop box outside Pastor Lee Jong-rak’s home in South Korea.  The box is lined with a soft pink and blue blanket.  When the box is opened, a bell rings inside the house.  Pastor Lee or his wife open the box and most often find a child within, one who is so disfigured or deformed that a parent can no longer care for it.  And the child is taken into the house and added to the number of such children who live there.  Having given birth to a baby suffering cerebral palsy, Pastor Lee knows of the anguish every parent must endure when a baby is never considered “perfect” but only “problem.”  Pastor Lee named his son Eun-man which means “God’s grace” for he encounters this grace of God not only his son but in the sons and daughters of others for whom he provides care.  Problems become the opportunity to sense the perfecting love and peace of God that often unfolds for those willing to provide shelter. [ Glionna, John, LA Times, June 20, 2011]
	Today we come to the Table of the Lord yet again.  From this Table, we are fed the spiritual food of bread and juice.  At this Table, we receive promise for this day and all the days ahead for the Holy Spirit of our creating God is present.  Thanks be to God.  Amen. 
