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The Gospel begins with John the Baptist. That has always seemed to me to be a strange place to begin. John is out in the wilderness. John is all about axes laid to the root of trees and winnowing forks – powerful images of judgment and separation and punishment. Why begin the Gospel of Jesus Christ here?
The answer comes when we strip away all that we know about John’s preaching. All of that comes from later additions to the story made by Matthew, Luke, and John. In today’s reading from Mark, we see the earliest depiction of the Baptist. Mark begins with John because John provides the context within which everything else about Jesus may be understood. For Mark, John is important not so much for what he said, but for who he is; and if we don’t understand who John is, Mark is telling us, then we cannot understand Jesus.

And who is John? Well, our liturgy this morning all but slaps us in the face with it! John is unmistakably the fulfillment of the promise contained in Isaiah 40:1-11.

“Comfort, comfort my people, says your God. Speak tenderly to Jerusalem, and cry to her that her warfare is ended, that her iniquity is pardoned.” I don’t know that there are any more poignant and compelling words ever written by a human hand. Does not the longing they express still linger in our hearts today? Is not this the hope and promise that our world still clings to and yearns for? Please, please, tell us that our warfare is ended, that the brokenness of our lives can be repaired! All who struggle against the atrocities of human injustice or the perversities of our own stupid foolishness, all who know the pain of broken promises and broken relationships, all of us who are weary with all the wars of our world know what Isaiah is talking about. And if we do, then we understand Jesus. It’s just that simple. Jesus is God’s tender word of comfort, peace, and healing spoken to a weary world. That is the Gospel.
Now, you know I’ve got to turn this into a stewardship sermon, right? And I suppose that the best way to do so is to point out that the word “comfort” as used by Isaiah has very little to do with lounging around in a comfy chair. No, “comfort” here means strengthen. Strengthen my people! Be strong, my people! Shake off your lethargy! Cast aside your weariness! The words of Isaiah are meant to prepare us for our ministry – Lift up your voice with strength, do not fear; say to the peoples of the world, “Here is your God!”
It is a great work to which we are called. It can be difficult work, even, at times, dangerous. But it is work that is itself as comfort and blessing. The work of a disciple, the work of a witness, the work of a steward. And what it requires more than anything else is faithfulness. What I mean by that is a continual awareness that one is living in the presence of God. It is this awareness that strengthens us and frees us for service. It is the awareness that the promise given voice by Isaiah today has been and will be fulfilled forever. And the key to that awareness and the strength it brings is for each and every one of us to make the choices that will convince our own hearts of our own faith, of our own commitment to and relationship with Jesus Christ.
We will all have the opportunity to make one such choice at the end of this week when we receive our pledge cards. It remains true that one of the surest measures of our priorities in life is in the way we spend our money. I am asking that each one of this year use her or his pledge as a personal sign of her or his faithfulness. 
First, that means giving as an act of faith. We know it takes about $200,000 to run this place for a year. Forget that. This has nothing to do with your “fair share” of the budget. It has to do with one question, and one question only: What is God calling me to give? That is the question we each need to ponder this week. It is a difficult question, but that is the question we must wrestle with. That is the question of the Cross, the question that will unlock for us the reality of  true glory in perfect service. 

Second, faithful stewardship requires proportionate giving. Do not think in terms of how many dollars you are going to give. Think in terms of what percentage of your income you will give. The biblical tithe is, as I’m sure we all know, 10%. That also happens to be what the Episcopal Church has long recognized as the minimum standard for our giving. I will be giving a tithe of my income to God through Holy Apostles. I have not always tithed, but now that I do, I can tell you it does make a difference. There is nothing magical about it. It’s just that 10% is a significant amount, significant enough that you may have to rearrange your priorities in life to better reflect your commitments of faith. 
And that’s the whole point, the point at which the Gospel begins in your own life.

