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To be “on the cusp” is to be at a transitional point or time.  It was originally an astrological term and so to be “on the cusp” meant to be at the transitional point between two signs.  In the astrological milieu, a “cusp” is the imaginary line that separates two consecutive signs in the zodiac or houses in the horoscope.
Being on the cusp can pose a problem, at least astrologically.  The late Forrest Church who preached a time or two at Chautauqua was born on the cusp, right on the transition line, between Virgo and Libra.  He tells of looking one day at the horoscope in the newspaper and the forecast for Virgo said, “This is the day you have been waiting for, so go for it – love, money, everything – do not miss a single opportunity to make a new connection.”  Meanwhile, that same day’s counsel to Libras said, “Take the day off.  Better yet, do not even get out of bed; you might break your leg on the way to the bathroom.”
Church dealt with living right on the cusp between the two by not taking astrology very seriously.  Yet, the metaphor of the cusp is a good one and one to which the gospel calls us to pay attention.  Balancing a plate of various options can be maddening but it also is quickening, enlivening.  It reminds us of how important it is to make choices and how important our choices are.  Nothing good can come without the risk of failure or disappointment.  And hardly anything good comes without some pain.  Being “on the cusp” invites us to choose from among the choices.
Not to make choices puts us in limbo.  In literature, Dante, in his Divine Comedy, depicts Limbo as the first circle of Hell, and so it is for those whose lives are stuck in indecision.  

Limbo is being paralyzed for fear of making the wrong choice even though, in most situations, there is no right or wrong choice but only choices that bring with them their own consequences and subsequent choices.
Limbo is waiting for the wheel of fate to turn in your direction, obviating the need for you to make a decision and thus you can blame bad luck or destiny if things turn sour in your life.

Limbo is where people reside who postpone and procrastinate, wanting always to gather more data, wanting ever and ever to wait until the wind is blowing at their backs and conditions are optimal, wanting to delay until everything lines up in their favor to try to ensure that they’ll not be wrong or make a mistake.

Limbo is where we live when we are afraid of what others might think of our choices and decisions and so refrain from making them, instead “just letting life happen to us” so as to evade or avoid judgment which usually results in life passing us by.
Limbo is where we remain every day that we determine that we shall change our life or make our decision tomorrow.
I think you would agree it is better by far to be “on the cusp” than it is to be in Limbo.  While there is no sharp or acute pain in Limbo for we have not there committed ourselves to anything except indecision, we do experience in Limbo-land the constant ache of fear and regret and longing.  “Safe” is a word that finds a home in Limbo, but so is “sorry.”  Limbo is a prison house, a dungeon, an endless dreary day.  Being “on the cusp,” by contrast, is rife with possibility, potential, and promise.  It is like sap calling a tree to life in springtime or a preacher waking from bypass surgery with a treasure of more days.  Being “on the cusp” beckons, beseeches, begs us to choose life.
I think that is what Mark is doing in his chapter of the gospel of Jesus Christ.  (Remember how I said a few weeks ago that I think it is helpful to think of Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John as one gospel with four chapters?)   Mark has no preamble in his chapter, no nativity or Christmas story to start things off.  Just urgency.  Immediacy.  Anticipation.  “The beginning of the good news of Jesus Christ, the Son of God.”  As if saying to us, his readers, “You are on the cusp of the best thing that ever could happen to you.  The life into which Jesus is inviting you, this gospel life, this kingdom-of-God life is unsurpassed, unmatched.  It asks a lot of you and it will challenge you and it will turn much of what you always have believed and thought and done upside down and inside out, but, oh my, the life it delivers is so rich and deep.  You are on the cusp.  Do not pass it by.  Do not turn from it.  Repent, come toward it, believe the good news.  Embrace it.  Trust it.  Live it.”

Mark is writing to people who feel as if life has been drained from their lives.  The passion, pleasure, and purpose of what they do and who they are is no longer present in their lives like once it was.  The flow is missing.  They go through the motions and do their duties, but something is amiss, off kilter. Something is not right.  They feel out of sync with life and God and at odds with themselves and others.  What once seemed important to them doesn’t anymore.  What once satisfied doesn’t anymore.  
The people in our text who came out from the cities and villages to John did so because they were dying inside, and often at their own hand.  They were living in limbo and wanted out.  They wanted more for their lives and decided to respond to John’s invitation with an “I hope this works” wing and a prayer.  They were willing to risk something new in their lives because the old had become insufferable.  They decided they did not have to know every step of the way to a new destination before taking a first step.  They decided they did not need all the fine print tidied up before choosing to move out in faith and hope.  They decided to trust the One that John was claiming could bring life to what felt like their half-dead lives.  They decided that more important than the question “what?” when it came to their future was the question “who?”  Who did they want to trust knew more about life?  The demons of Limbo or the One coming in the wisdom of God?

The rest of the book of Mark is the story of how that Wisdom Jesus that John foreshadowed drew people into transformed and transforming lives, how he helped them to live toward their true and full humanity, how they brought God joy.  And God is as interested through Mark in drawing you into his ongoing story as he was those brothers and sisters of ours twenty centuries ago who first received the gospel. 

The gospel represented in The Bible is not a book on etiquette.  It is not a book of manners or rules.  It is not about how to be nice or learning to be acceptable in others’ sight.  It is not a book of morals and moralizing.  It is not about keeping scorecards and permanent records.  It is not about never making mistakes.  It is not about being perfect.  My gosh, the heroes of the Bible all are sinners, many of them extravagantly so!  And yet, in the Old Testament God is making them leaders and kings and, in the New Testament, Jesus is defending them:  “Let the one without sin cast the first stone.”  “Neither do I condemn you.”  “You, tax collector and publican crying for mercy, you go home tonight justified in my sight.”  
I love it that while the self-righteous people in The Bible stand around gossiping and pointing fingers and directing their “tsk, tsks” at the sinners, the sinners – who mostly were after something good in their lives but went about it in misguided, mangled ways – are discovering divine grace and love and direction in their lives.  The gospel is about bringing the limbo-lame to life in a way that awakens in them, in us, the freedom and joy for which we are made.  
We are “on the cusp” of a new year but it is not the new year itself that will heal us and give us the hope and strength to renew and enlarge our lives.  We are on the cusp of a deeper relationship with God and gospel that begs for us to choose it…a deeper relationship in which, to use the phrase that St. Paul wrote to the Colossians, we find ourselves already to be “God’s chosen ones, holy and beloved.”  Knowing thus that we belong irretrievably and eternally to God, may we heed those Christmas angels who say repeatedly, “Do not fear; do not be afraid; have no fear,” leave behind the land of limbo, and choose Life!

Amen.
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