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John came baptising in the desert, living in the wilderness, eating locusts and wild honey and 

wearing clothes of camel hair. John’s was the voice calling in the desert. That is the picture of John 

that Mark has painted. Now - I say that Mark has painted John in such a light because it is clear that 

Mark has - if you like - put a spin on his account of John the Baptist. John can’t have spent all his 

time in the desert for if he had then no one would have got to hear about him. But Mark chose to 

make a big thing about John in the wilderness (as did the other gospel writers) because the 

wilderness is a very important place to be. 

 

In Israel’s history, the wilderness is the crucible for God’s transforming power. When Israel were 

being held captive in Egypt, God brought them out into the wilderness and there he kept them for 

40 years - reforming their character and making them fit for the promised land. 

 

It was in the wilderness that God gave his people the law; there it was that they learnt what it meant 

to believe in God. Rabbis used to say that it took a day to get God’s people out of Egypt but it took 

40 years to get Egypt out of God’s people. Their time in the wilderness was a time of preparation - 

preparation for them entering the promised land. Then, many years after the Exodus, God’s people 

had proved unfaithful to the covenant that God had made with them so God drove them into exile - 

back into the wilderness - where they could reflect on their past and return to Him once more. Five 

centuries later and here they were again - hearing a voice out in the wilderness - and the people 

were going out into the wilderness to be baptised, to be cleansed and renewed, to be brought back 

into the compass of God’s love. The wilderness - then - is a place in which our love for God can be 

rekindled; where we can – maybe through difficulties or deprivation - or even through what John of 

the Cross calls the ‘Dark Night of the Soul’ - where we can rediscover the joy and the wonder that 

comes from loving God. 

 

John the Baptist’s message was simple: ‘Repent - and be baptised.’ Now repentance is not about 

feeling sorry because of the mess we’ve made of things, or feeling bad because of the stuff that’s 

messed up in us. Neither is it about being afraid of the consequences of our sins. It is more like a tap 

on the shoulder from God – and a chance to see the world in a new light. Our former Archbishop 

Rowan Williams once said, ‘It is more like Jesus tapping you on the shoulder and saying ‘Turn 

around. You’re not looking at where it’s really happening. If you could turn around you would see 

that you really do belong. Turn around and you’d see that you are welcome. Look at me. Trust me. 

Believe me.’’  

 

John the Baptist preached a message of repentance and those who responded weren’t usually the 

ones who were getting the outward signs of religion all right. More often, they were the ones whose 

lives were a bit of a mess and who therefore felt that they didn’t belong. But the gentle tap on the 

shoulder from Jesus brought them into contact with God’s grace. 

 

But repentance is also about seeing things in a new light. There is a film by Richard Curtis called 

‘About Time’ in which the lead character discovers that he can travel back in time and re-run bits of 

his life that he got wrong. But at the end of the film he says this: ‘The truth is, I now don't travel back 

at all. Not even for the day. I just try to live every day as if I've deliberately come back to this one day 

to enjoy it as if it was the full final day of my extraordinary, ordinary life.’ If you like – he repented! 
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The going back in time was like forgiveness. But ultimately he was changed, transformed. He acted 

differently, lived differently, lived a grace-filled gracious grateful life. 

 

When John came baptising people and calling them to repentance, he was calling them to be 

cleansed and renewed, to be brought back into the compass of God’s love. To feel that tap on their 

shoulder and to hear the voice say to them ‘Turn around, look at me, trust me, believe in me’. He 

was calling them to be transformed - to live differently.  

 

Advent is our moment to heed that call to repent. That is why we call it a penitential season. This is 

our moment - to be brought back or brought more fully into the compass of God’s love. It is the time 

for us to feel the tap on our shoulder and to turn around. This is the time for us to be transformed. 

 


