A Child of the Wilderness
Mark 1:1-8


I’m not a follower of Dr. Phil, but I have a hunch he isn’t thrilled with the Christmas story.  Actually, let me rephrase that: what he might take issue with is Luke’s version of it with the pregnancy of Elizabeth in her later years—a pregnancy that came after many years of infertility—a pregnancy that resulted in the birth of their only son, John—a pregnancy that Luke, a physician himself, should have frowned upon.

You see, according to Dr. Phil, yearning to have a baby when you’re older in age is a bad idea typically leading to trouble:

[Older] women…have an increased risk of the following complications during pregnancy: miscarriage, placenta previa, fetal distress, cesarean birth, high blood pressure, diabetes, ectopic pregnancy and premature delivery. The baby is also at risk for low birthweight, genetic disorders like Down syndrome, asphyxia, brain bleeds and stillbirth.

Even if Elizabeth defied the odds and survived the pregnancy, and she and Zechariah’s child was healthy and normal, I sense Dr. Phil still wouldn’t be crazy about the psychological impact of having a child at that age.
Think ahead to what the future will be like. "Age is not just a state of mind, ... It makes a good story, but it's not. It is a state of body, it is a state of organs, and the mortality risk goes up as you get older." The difference in your body between 40 and 55 is not the same as the difference in your body between 55 and 70 because the aging curve accelerates. You're going to deteriorate more per year between 55 and 70 than you did between 40 and 55. Consider what age you'll be when your child becomes a teenager. How will your parenting abilities be? Imagine being 70 years old during that high demand time. Will you have the energy? Will you have the physical presence and health?...

[Instead] Prepare your child for the eventuality of your death.  As morbid as it sounds, you have to take your death into consideration because your chance of death between 55 and 70 is a whole lot higher than it is between 40 and 55.

Well, fa-la-la to you, too, Dr. Phil!  With that kind of doomsday diagnosis, no wonder he also has a page on his website for holiday depression!


However, when you think about it, Dr. Phil is probably right.  Late in life pregnancies are potentially laced with all kinds of complications—be they physical, emotional, psychological, or relational.  Making babies after 50 might be fun, but it isn’t necessarily wise for the body or spirit!


Of course, looking back we have no idea how old John the Baptist’s parents were when he was born.  The storyline simply suggests it was post-menopausal, and even then it fits the familiar Old Testament pattern where a mother’s barrenness serves as a metaphor for Israel’s spiritual distance from God, as it did in the stories of Abraham and Sarah before Isaac was born, Jacob and Rachel before she gave birth to Joseph, and Elkanah and Hannah, who were the parents of Samuel.  Barrenness simply meant Israel’s unproductive relationship with God—that Israel’s future was in jeopardy.  

Much like each of those stories, the birth of John was a radical act of divine mercy, opening a new chapter in the history of Israel—one that would inspire a new relationship with God.  Of the four Gospels, Luke’s was the only one that used this ancient storyline to explain the significance of John’s birth in the overall narrative of God’s chosen people.

Dr. Phil notwithstanding, what fascinates me about this part of the Christmas story is that there is an intriguing human drama that seems to emerge between the lines in the rather brief tale of John the Baptist.  It’s not only in what we’re told about John; it’s also in what is inferred in the narrative.  Though I might be accused of reading too much into the text or that I’ve been watching too much Dr. Phil (which I can assure you I have not), I see something that’s worth a little more reflection on our part as we ponder the significance of what God was doing in this unique moment in time.  

For one thing, I’ve always wondered what it must have been like for John to have parents who were not only older, but of an age to be his grandparents!  Even then, in that culture one could be a grandparent by 30; so to have a child beyond the normal years of menopause would have made it extremely strange!  So what was it like for him growing up?  Were Zechariah and Elizabeth too old, perhaps too feeble in time, to really keep up with his boundless energy, perhaps disengaged and too distant from his youthful desires and outlook?  Who knows? Age does play a factor.  Psychologically, what kind of impact would that have made?  
Then despite the age issues, you have to wonder, as an only child, as one who was late in coming, after all the years of Elizabeth’s disappointment, discouragement, and possibly Zechariah’s despair in having no children in a culture that measured God’s blessings through the womb, was John treated differently than other children—at the very least as a miracle child?  Imagine his parents.  Was John overly protected as an infant, doted over and coddled as a child, and later brandished with huge expectations from parents who were devoutly religious and who believed he was God’s gift to the world?  
Again, who knows?  If the story is true, it’s hard to imagine that John had a normal Judean childhood, especially since he was a part of a privileged household defined by the priesthood at the Jerusalem temple.
When you think about it, this must have been a heavy load to bear as a young man.  Here, he was perceived as a golden child from God, with a father who was at the heart of Israel’s religious and political life, and a mother whose family heritage went back to the legendary Aaron, the original priest of Israel.  With that kind of status, John would have gone to the best schools, taught by the leading rabbis of his time, nurtured and trained to follow in his father’s footsteps, with a vision perhaps to be the preeminent rabbi and priest of his generation.  
John would have had all the resources and advantages available to him to make that happen—to be everything his parents believed him to be when the angel Gabriel came to his father in the Holy of Holies and proclaimed:

Your wife Elizabeth will bear you a son, and you will name him John.  You will have joy and gladness, and many will rejoice at his birth, for he will be great in the sight of the Lord.                                           (Luke 1:13b-15a)  
John probably grew up hearing the family lore from his parents that he, their only son, would “turn many of the people of Israel to the Lord their God”—that he would possess the spirit and power of Elijah, who was the greatest prophet of all.   So how could anyone underestimate the potential of their child?  How could John not be deemed to be a son beyond all measure?


And maybe those parental hopes and dreams were precisely what drove John into the wilderness!  How does anyone live up to expectations like these without feeling absolutely enslaved by them?  Did John ever have a choice in how his life played out?  Was there ever any room for failure—any grace extended to him when he resisted his parents’ demands, who were only trying their best to make these divinely-inspired dreams come true?   If this is a human story, it likely had some human drama.  Could that have been what drove their only begotten son into the wilderness?
Then again, maybe the story took a different turn.  If Zechariah and Elizabeth were senior citizens by the time John was born, were they even alive by the time he was a young man?  So, could it have been their death in old age that drove him away from Jerusalem, from the temple, and from everything that reminded him of his blessed home life, where he was taken care of so wonderfully and attentively?  It happens.  Sorrow can drive a person crazy.  As a young man, as an only child, was he ready for living life on his own?  Once they died, did John run away into the wilderness because he had no place that brought him comfort anymore?

No one really knows, not even Dr. Phil.  Most scholars assume John was living beyond the Jordan as a young man because he had joined a monastic and ascetic religious community called the Essenes.  The Essenes were countercultural in a manner of speaking, at least relative to the Pharisees and certainly the Sadducees and most of them lived out in communal settlements in the Judean wilderness overlooking the Dead Sea.  There’s no certainty of this, of course, but the way John donned the prophetic dress of a roughhewn cloak made of camel’s hair, leaves the impression he was dissident to mainstream society, making a statement to an urban culture caught up in the conventions of their world.
But that’s only a guess.  As Mark explains, John seemed to be on his own.  There’s no mention of him being a part of a well-known religious sect.  That likely would have been noted.  However, he clearly was a phenomenon to behold, enough for people from Jerusalem to spend days traversing down steep roads and across a wilderness plain in order to see what he was up to and to be compelled by his message to radically change their lives.  His was a religious revival, at least in the ancient form of it, complete with a baptism signifying spiritual conviction and repentance—much like the altar call of old line Baptists today.

Yet, again, what motivated John to do this?  Why run out to the wilderness—why be so counter to the culture in which he was reared?  Why not take advantage of his opportunities and work his way up through the temple hierarchy until he became universally respected and politically connected?  Why reject all of that, particularly when that would have matched his father’s ambitions and would have made his mother proud?  That was their world—why wouldn’t this special child express gratitude for their love by fulfilling their dreams?  Instead, he took to the wilderness and rebuked the ways of his parents and their generation.

Was John just another angry, disenchanted child of privilege, who became a prodigal by rejecting his parents and their values?  He certainly had a thing about citing the hypocrisy of the urban class and religious elite—those he would have been well acquainted with.  Was he psychologically scarred by his upbringing, as Dr. Phil might analyze it, because of his elderly parents and their cultural expectations?  Did he drop out of their world because he couldn’t measure up?


Reading between the lines offers many possibilities for explaining this story from the view of family and interpersonal dynamics.  There are plenty of armchair, talk-show, psychologists who will provide their own interpretation of it from a purely human point of view.


But as people of faith, the story has another meaning.  It had less to do with John’s upbringing and more to do with what God was up to.  John was out in the wilderness, not just because of some psychological issue related to his upbringing, but because God was starting over with Israel.  Like their departure from Egypt, Israel’s story and the formation of their faith and identity began in the wilderness.  John was on the east side of the Jordan because it represented where Israel was prior to when they crossed over the Jordan under the leadership of Joshua.  Those who were baptized by John would re-enter the Promised Land and return to Jerusalem following this unexpected, but necessary cleansing of their souls, and it signaled the rebirth of a people who had failed to live up to God’s expectations.  
The wilderness and John’s baptism represented a fresh start which was desperately needed, or else their future was in doubt.  All of Israel’s previous attempts in rebuilding their nation following years of exile only resulted in the same old story—institutional corruption, social injustice, economic disparity, and personal hypocrisy when it came to religious devotion.  So enough was enough.  It was time to start over.  The political and religious institutions couldn’t do the job—no new king was going to be the answer; no righteous priest like Zechariah could turn things around.  It was time to start over in the wilderness with a radical restart—in camel’s hair and water—a time to rebuild the nation one repentant heart at a time.

John, who was an insider from birth, may have been one of the few who recognized what needed to happen.  Jesus, whose Aramaic name was Yeshua, or Joshua, was the one whose way and Spirit would transform the world; he’d be the one to lead them into the Promised Land of right relationships, pure hearts, and social justice.  Jesus would take his cues from John—a distant cousin, whose birth out of a mother’s barrenness made all the difference—all the difference in the world.


As countercultural as John was, as unorthodox as he would be, that was the only proper way to undo a world that had lost its way.  It had to begin again with a child of the wilderness—a dreamer, a truth-teller, one from the inside who rejected the hypocrisy and injustice of the times, who would stand up and hold his parents’ world accountable.  The greatness of their child would be quite different than what they would have ever imagined.  
Maybe that is the ancient story we all still need to hear.
The Rev. Dr. Paul C. Hayes
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