
Rev. Dr. Anne B. Epling 

Faith Des Peres Presbyterian Church 

December 13, 2015 

Mark 1:1-8 

“I Believe in God” 

In Advent this year we’re exploring how the first chapter of each of the four 

gospels encourages hope “even when….” Even when the dreaded phone call 

comes; even when the diagnosis is bad; even when terrorism strikes; or even 

when another shooting occurs. Our inspiration comes from an anonymous poem 

found etched onto a wall at (of all places) Auschwitz. The poem reads “I believe in 

the sun even when it’s not shining… I believe in love even when I don’t feel it… 

[and as we heard today,] I believe in God even when God is silent.” 

In both the Isaiah and Mark readings we heard today God was silent. The people 

were waiting for God to come and make things right but God was not to be found. 

The people were longing . . .longing for God to come down and right the wrongs 

of the world.  They desperately wanted God to come down and save them. But 

God was silent. 

In Isaiah the people were living in exile.  Their hometown of Jerusalem had been 

destroyed; they’d witnessed looting, pillaging and killing.  Those who survived it 

all were living in exile in Babylon and it was a horrible existence, the type of 

existence that made them wish they’d died with the others.  The people lived like 

that for 70 years.  During that time many of the original exiles died while others 

were born.  But all of them longed for God to come and make things right.  But 

God was silent. 

So, too, the people reading Mark’s gospel.  Jerusalem was under siege again; 

conditions were bad; and people were divided.  Some people wanted to force the 

infidels out of the region while others said submission to Rome was the path to 

progress.  People were anxious for peace and security.  Does this situation sound 

familiar to you? 

Imagine yourself in this situation: 



Your Emperor died last year, four would-be emperors have been assassinated, 

and the general who did the pillaging has been crowned the new emperor.  You 

live in a village named Galilee which is a mix of Jews and Gentiles, and they’re 

choosing sides.  But one small sect refuses to fight on either side.  They’re 

followers of a Galilean rabbi named Jesus, who was crucified for insurrection 

about 40 years ago.  You’ve heard of him, but you’re not sure how his crucifixion 

can be considered good news.  So someone places into your hands a small scroll 

with a title scribbled on it: ‘The beginning of the good news about Jesus, the 

Messiah, the Son of God.” 

You’re intrigued, so you read the first few lines, and you’re surprised to read 

familiar words: “Prepare the way of the Lord; make his paths straight.”  You know 

these words; you know the prophet Isaiah told them to his people 600 years ago, 

when they were living in exile in Babylon.  You recall how awful life was for your 

ancestors, and you can see the similarities between their life and your own.  You 

understand the analogy that is drawn between the two lives, because like your 

ancestors, you’re really longing for God to come and make things right. 

Can you imagine that situation? 

Into this season of joy and merriment – what is billed to be the happiest time of 

the year – come these stories of people who are longing for God to come and 

make things right. 

I’ll admit that when I was reviewing this sermon series a couple weeks ago, I was 

disappointed that it was too late for me to move things around and put Luke’s 

reading today when people are in the mood for angelic announcements the closer 

we get to Christmas and put John the Baptist and Mark, which is somewhat of a 

downer, on the 1st Sunday of Advent, when attendance is down.  But given the 

news the past couple of weeks, I find Mark appropriate for today because maybe, 

like me, you’re also longing for God to come down and make things right.   

We seem to live these days at the intersection of fear and terror where darkness 

crowds around us.  Why isn’t God coming to make things right?  After all, isn’t 

that why we’re here, celebrating the very belief that God did come and make 

things right?  Why does God seem silent, when so many other voices can be heard 

– barricade the borders – round up the Muslims – don’t let anyone in – why is 



God silent in the very season we celebrate Christ’s birth who, it might behoove us 

to remember, was born a refugee and forced to flee to Egypt with his parents 

when King Herod threatened to kill him?    

I was taken by what another preacher wrote in an Advent sermon.  He said this:  

“I have given serious thought to boycotting Advent this year and even passing on 

Christmas (given) not only my mood but the mood of fear and despair of so many 

people here and abroad.   I am tired of waiting for God to show up with a special 

delivery of hope, peace, joy, and love. I do not think I can sing “Silent Night” one 

more time when bombs are exploding in Lebanon and in Mali, in France and in 

Nigeria, and when yet one more gun in America ends life needlessly, senselessly. I 

do not think I can boom out the chorus of “Joy to the World” one more time 

when people I love are suffering under the daunting cloud of disappointment and 

pain.”  (“Advent Again?”, Gary W. Charles, November 29, 2015) 

I know how he feels . . . 

The voices of fear and paranoia are so loud – barricade the borders, round up the 

Muslims, don’t let anyone in – I don’t know why we waste our time lighting 

candles, waiting for God to come when God seems content to be silent. 

So what do we do when we are being bombarded with messages of fear, anxiety 

and hostility? Perhaps this might be a good time to ask the old question “What 

would Jesus do?” 

The moderator of our General Assembly recently asked this question in response 

the heightened xenophobia we’re witnessing, and he wrote: 

“What would He do? I really don’t know. (But) I DO have some ideas about what 

He would NOT do. 

I believe He would tell us not to make assumptions, settle for ignorance or accept 

fear based propaganda. Spend time getting to know the truth about what is 

happening. Don’t engage in profiling any group of people. To say that everyone 

who is a male thinks the same way, or a black person thinks like every other black 

person, or a Christian believes the same way about all matters as other Christians, 

is ignorant. We also have a Christian responsibility not to bear false witness, nor 



to lead others astray. To do this we must be very careful what we say, and how 

we say it. 

As for today, I believe Jesus wants us to stand up and make our voices heard in 

the midst of terrorist attacks. Let us get to the bottom of what causes people to 

be filled with hate and malice toward others. By following Jesus’ teachings might 

we help to defuse some of the wrath in the world? We must be informed and 

active in our state and national political decisions as well as upcoming elections. 

Are we making decisions based on our faith or on our fears? As Christians we 

cannot let our society operate out of ignorance and without an awareness of the 

consequences of words and actions. We must be proactive, not reactive. We must 

responsibly act on our beliefs, my friends, and not be quiet pew sitters.” 

That’s what our moderator said, and I couldn’t agree more. 

Back on October 24th at a campaign stop, Donald Trump announced to the world 

that he’s a Presbyterian.  “I’m a Presbyterian said,” he said.  “Boy, that’s middle of 

the road, folks.” 

Are we going to let his words become our reality, just sitting by and being quiet 

pew sitters who don’t rock the boat, or are we going to act like followers of Jesus 

Christ, who proclaimed a message of peace and routinely reached out to people 

who were different in order to build a community without prejudice? 

Who knows?  Maybe it seems like God is silent because we’re silent.  I hope not, 

but it’s hard to be heard above such loud voices.  It’s hard to believe that valleys 

can be lifted up and mountain will be made low, like Isaiah and John the Baptist 

proclaim they will, when everyone else proclaims otherwise.   

But you know, prophets have a way of hearing God’s voice and holding it up to us 

when we think God is silent.  They have a way of casting a vision of a different 

day, a new day, a day God speaks of and so a day that must someday be.  A day 

when the landscape will be rearranged by lifting up valleys and making paths 

straight in the desert and levelling mountains and hills. 

It almost sounds too crazy to be true. 

But consider this: what if it isn’t crazy?  What if, instead of being silent pew 

sitters, we’re invited to be a part of God’s voice, and speak for God, hear and 



now?  What if part of how we God keep God’s voice heard above the others is 

through our efforts to heal, comfort, help and bring justice? 

What if the beginning of the Good News of which Mark writes about is just that, 

just the beginning – and we’re invited to continue the story of the good news of 

Jesus Christ as God continues to write the gospel in and through our lives and 

communities? 

Sure, we can be middle of the road.  Or, we can get in the game, and spend our 

time, energy, wealth and lives making a difference.  Right here.  Right now.  

Because it’s not just John who is called to cry out and prepare the way.  It’s all of 

us.  Right here.  Right now, by making a difference in the lives of the people God 

has put all around us.  God continues the story of the good news of Jesus Christ in 

and through our words and actions, and each of us will have 101 opportunities 

this very week to continue that sacred story, to make it come alive, and to make 

sure God isn’t silent. 

Friends, no matter your political alliances or views on refugees or gun control or a 

whole host of other matters, no one can deny that we’re witnessing senseless 

tragedies and reckless rhetoric.  And in the midst of it we are called to act.  How 

we act is a point of discernment: protesting, prayer, advocating, serving and 

protecting, using our positions of privilege to influence; but not acting is not an 

option.   

Regardless of political affiliation or differences of opinion on how issues should be 

addressed, we who follow Jesus are called to show the world a different 

possibility. We are called to embody and work for that prophetic vision, that 

divine dream that so easily dissipates in the face of cynicism and hopelessness. 

 

If we are to prepare during Advent and celebrate at Christmas, surely it must be 

because we have good news for people, especially for those who have lost all 

hope or don’t have a voice. We may not be able to bring the Kingdom in all its 

fullness, but we can make it visible and tangible and help create hope. Otherwise 

our Christmas is little more than an exercise in nostalgia and manufactured 

cheerfulness.  And I don’t know about you, but I need more than that.  I need a 

Christmas that truly observes the reason for the season, and that is the belief that 

God did come down, and will come down, to make things right. 



Amen.   

Sources: 
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