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5-6 December 2020  2nd Sun of Advent (B) 

 Isaiah 40:1-5, 9-11 

2 Peter 3:8-14 

Mark 1:1-18 

 

 A few years ago, I went to Colorado and met up with a good friend from 

college, and we did a road trip south to New Mexico.  We spent a day and a half at 

a Benedictine monastery called “Christ in the Desert”.  It's situated in a beautiful 

valley in the desert in northwestern New Mexico, and we had to drive several miles 

on unpaved roads to get there.  For lunch and dinner, we joined the monks in their 

refectory, their dining hall, and covering the far wall was a beautiful mural, 

basically a huge icon, comprised of different scenes and saints.  On one side was 

Saint Benedict, the founder of their order, and the other side was Saint John the 

Baptist.  We began and ended our meals with a prayer to these saints.   

 

 It took me a little while to realize why these monks looked to Saint John the 

Baptist as one of their patrons, alongside Saint Benedict—it’s because their 

monastery is in the desert, and that's where John the Baptist engaged in his 

ministry of repentance.   
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A desert is very sparsely populated, removed from the hustle and bustle of 

towns and cities.  In Scripture, the desert, sometimes called “the wilderness”, tends 

to be a place of retreat or purification, where one can encounter God, to be both 

comforted and challenged. 

 

As we have begun a new liturgical year, we've shifted to hearing largely 

from the Gospel of Mark in our Sunday readings.  Mark's gospel is the shortest of 

our four gospels, and most scholars think it was written first.  We just heard the 

very beginning of it—Mark goes straight into John the Baptist's ministry in 

preparing the way for Jesus. 

 

Mark quotes from our first reading from Isaiah, saying that John the Baptist 

fulfilled Isaiah's proclamation of a voice crying out in the desert, “Prepare the way 

of the Lord, make straight his paths”.  We're told that people came to him from 

everywhere heeding his message of repentance, even being baptized by him in the 

Jordan River.  His odd diet of locusts or grasshoppers and wild honey symbolized 

both God’s judgment and his comfort.  Locusts in the Old Testament were used as 

instruments of punishing destruction, while honey represented peace and plenty, 

especially in the Promised Land. 
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Word must have traveled quickly about John and his message, especially 

given that he ministered in the desert, not the towns or cities.  People must have 

been drawn to his message through their desire for God, their desire for a Savior, 

like what Isaiah proclaimed. 

 

John the Baptist's message of repentance, his ministry of preparing the way 

for Jesus, was not meant just for the people of his time.  It's meant for us today, 

wherever we are in our lives of faith.  We need to heed John's message again and 

again.   

 

One very concrete way we can do that is by celebrating the sacrament of 

Reconciliation during this season.  In addition to our regular times for confession 

before the Saturday evening Mass, for the next two Thursdays confession will be 

available from 7 to 8pm, while Adoration of the Blessed Sacrament happens here 

in the main worship space.  Please come, especially if it's been a while.  

Confession is also available at our neighboring parishes, and I’m always available 

by appointment as well.  The Church Fathers sometimes called penance a “second 

baptism”, wiping our spiritual slate clean and beginning again in God's mercy. 
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We're also called to take up John the Baptist's message and ministry.  

Repentance is always about hope in God and what he does for us, not just sorrow 

at how far away from him we have wandered at times.  We need to be people of 

hope and consolation to a world very much in need of Good News.  We need to 

prepare the way for the Lord in our own hearts, but also, like John the Baptist, 

point the way to Jesus for others, not simply drawing attention to ourselves or the 

good that we do. 

  

 In a sense, we may consider the last several months of the pandemic as an 

extended foray into the “desert” of our lives.  If we find ourselves asking God 

when it will end, when he will swoop down and save us, then we’re in good 

company—all the early Christian communities asked when Jesus would return and 

save them.  But as 2 Peter tells us, God does not delay his promise, as we human 

beings think of “delay”.  No, this “desert time” manifests his patience and mercy 

toward us, an opportunity for conversion, repentance, and reconciliation.  And 

thus, we must be eager to be at peace before him.   

 

 May this desert time of waiting be one of hopeful expectation, of prayerful 

vigilance before God who shepherds his people with care. 


