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You undoubtedly have heard the adage that “clothes make the man” (and presumably the woman).  I’ve always been a bit dubious about it, thinking it makes us seem shallow and superficial.  But, then again…

It might surprise you to learn that I was not always the coolest of high school and college students.  I know it is hard to believe, but the truth is that I could on occasion be a pretty geeky nerd.  I grew up in the days when it first became de rigueur to wear jeans to class.  And I could do that, I could make myself wear jeans even if I wasn’t completely comfortable doing it, except on days when a test was scheduled in one of my classes.  For those occasions I wore slacks and a dress shirt because I felt better about myself in them than I did in my jeans.  I never felt as smart in my jeans and sneakers as I did in my dress clothes and penny loafers.  So to maximize my chances of doing well on my tests, I dressed for them.  Clothes made this man.

In my younger days when I was a baseball player, the way I dressed had a hand in how well I did on the diamond, or not.  If you have been to baseball games, you likely have noticed that there are two ways to wear a uniform.  One of them is to have the pants legs pulled up almost to the knees so that the team’s color-laden socks are prominently on display.  The other way is to have the pants legs pulled all the way down to the shoe so that none of the socks at all are exposed.  It is this latter style that I much preferred, the former way looking, in my opinion, stupid.  I no longer have the statistics to prove it, but I am sure I hit a hundred points higher in games in which I was allowed to wear my pants legs down.  How could the manager expect me to hit when I felt like a buffoon with those ridiculous socks?  Clothes made this man. 

I talk about clothes because Mark is careful to tell us that John the Baptist wore camel hair clothes.  What’s up with that?  Maybe this: in ancient times, people wore clothes made of the fur or feathers of the animals and birds that had the characteristics they thought they needed, believing that those desired qualities transferred from the animal or bird possessing them to themselves.  So, you would wear an eagle’s feather if you were seeking to gain clarity about a matter or to see a situation with clearer vision, with an eagle’s eye.  To wear a bear skin would be to put on courage and strength.  A person would wear camel hair clothes to sharpen his or her skills for surviving hard or difficult times since that is what a camel is designed to do.

Camels can survive for long stretches of time in barren places and desert heat because they carry within themselves a reserve of water that constantly and consistently keeps their bodies hydrated, even in a drought, until a water source can be found again from which to drink and replenish.

So, by dressing John the Baptist in clothing made of camel’s hair, Mark means to tell us that there is an inner reserve, an inner resolve, in John the Baptist that will not be depleted, a spirit that will not run dry no matter how harsh the conditions.  That spirit in John, Mark claims, is God’s Spirit..

Another thing that toughens camels for troubling times is that they are able to see in the midst of the most blinding of desert storms.  They are able to do this because, in addition to having an outer eyelid, camels also have an inner transparent eyelid.  When desert sands kick up, a camel can keep his outer eyelids open because there is over each eye a protective inner eyelid through which the camel can continue to see and find his way even in the fiercest of conditions.

Thus, Mark means to tell us that John the Baptist also has an inner eyelid, metaphorical of course, that enables him to weather the stormy path he is called to walk.  That inner eyelid is the “the one who is more powerful than I and who is coming after me, the one of whom I am not worthy to stoop down and untie his sandals.”  John the Baptist (can we call him JB?) is so convinced that the life personified in “the one who is to come” and to which JB is pointing via his preaching, is so important, so life-giving, so transformational, so hope-producing that the slings and arrows and the troubles and trials he has to endure have a purpose, that they ennoble his life, and so he does not back off but presses onward, preparing the way of the Lord.  JB drew big crowds and thus the ire of the authorities, but the storms of danger and distress did not stop him because his inner eyelid, the Christ soon to be made flesh in Jesus of Nazareth, provided for him a way through every wilderness he encountered.

The Advent question being asked of us by Mark is whether or not we shall allow the same Christ who became flesh in Jesus many years ago to be born no less in us today in the midst of our trials and suffering, our decisions and dilemmas?  Will we allow the Christ-in-us, Emmanuel, to be our inner eyelid through which we see and navigate the seasons of our lives, the changes through which we are called to move, the vexing circumstances that confront us?  

How shall we meet the hardships and challenges that inevitably come our way?  Do we strike out or back at those we believe are the cause of our suffering?  Do we lament our fates and fold our tents?  Do we become embittered and embrittled?  Do we close off to roads less traveled because they are not familiar to us and so seem too risky even if, in the long run, they are filled with benefit and blessing?

Or can we allow ourselves to learn the lessons that are to be found within our suffering?   Do we trust that we are being held in the life and love of God no matter what?  Do we find within our hard times the courage to go on and the peace that that only Christ can give?

The poet Jan Richardson has an exquisite verse that pulls my sermon ship into harbor.  She writes in this prayer poem to God:

I am not asking you

to take this wilderness from me,

to remove this place of starkness

where I come to know the wildness within me,

where I learn to call the names

of the ravenous beasts

that pace inside me,

to finger the brambles

that snake through my veins,

to taste the thirst

that tugs at my tongue.

But send me

tough angels,

sweet wine,

strong bread:

just enough.

Probably not many of you have asked for camel’s hair clothing for Christmas.  It’s not likely to be under my tree, either.  But I hope that you will remember spiritually to put some on when your life gets perilous or tenuous.  They are the clothes that make the Christian man and woman because they remind us of the inner reserve and resolve that will not be depleted in us, of the spirit that will not run dry no matter how tough the trials and travail of our lives.  

When Jesus told those of us with eyes to see to see, he was reminding us of our inner eyelid which, like the camel’s, is a gift that allows us in the midst of our life’s toughest times to keep our gaze fixed on the God in whom we live and move and have our being.  We shall see that though we are not always safe, we are always secure, and so finally we need not fear, just as those tough angels of God always tell us.

The Christ of God is born and present in you today as surely as he was in Jesus long ago.  He is your inner eyelid who enables you to find your way even when all seems lost.  It will not, Christ will not, fail you.  And, along the way, sweet wine, strong bread.  Just enough.  Do not be afraid.

Amen.
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