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The gospel of Mark does not have a birth narrative.  Unlike Luke who tells us about Mary and Elizabeth, who introduces the setting of Bethlehem and no room in the inn, who weaves in the shepherds and angels, and paints a picture of the birth of the baby Jesus in a stable long ago.  Unlike Matthew who delves into the motivations and heroism of Joseph, who tells us about wise seekers from far away, who makes real the power and politics of the day, and who ties it all together with Old Testament promises of covenant and grace.  Unlike John who waxes eloquently and theologically about the birth of the mystical Word and the deeper, earth-transforming, creation-shaping meaning of it all.  Unlike these other gospels, Mark starts with a fully grown Jesus meeting John the Baptist.  Mark grounds the coming of Jesus Christ in Old Testament prophecy, and immediately points forward to the redemption attained through the cross.  Immediately to the cross.  For Mark everything points forward to salvation through the cross.  This second week of Advent, in lectionary readings every year – we don’t look at the birth story, we hear from John the Baptist; we hear from the prophet - calling us to “Prepare the way of the Lord.”  Prepare for the coming of the Christ.  Prepare, for Jesus is near.  

John the Baptist spoke of sin and salvation and our desperate need to change.  He called people to repent – which means to turn - to turn away from evil, to turn toward God, to turn from the easy way and to take up the “right” way.  John preaches about repentance and transformation, right and wrong, sin and salvation, choice and sacrifice, good conquering evil.  I’m not much of a “fire and brimstone” preacher.  I don’t talk much about sin.  But I know it’s out there.  I know it’s in here.  I know even - sin is in me.  And I hear John the Baptist’s call to “get ready for God,” to get right with God. 
It’s an odd theme for the weeks before Christmas – repent and turn to God.  But it is the theme every year on the second Sunday of Advent.  Repent and turn to God.  Why?  Why would the people who put together the lectionary many years ago define sin and repentance as a central theme of Advent – of preparation for Christmas?  
The most important part of this season – is not buying all the right presents, or getting your cards out, or planning your meals, or decorating your house or throwing a party.  The most important part of this season is not the busy-ness of the season.  These can be wonderful.  They can be fun and fulfilling.  But they can also be distracting from the meaning of it all.  The most important part of the season is remembering Jesus Christ, focusing on God – preparing for the presence of God.  Turn away from anything that separates you from God.  Be ready for God to speak to you, to touch your heart, to live in you, to move through you.  Prepare the way of the Lord.  Because Christ is coming.  Christ is coming to you.  God loves you so much.  God wants to be with you so much - that God is coming now in the flesh to be with you.  And not just you.  God is coming for every single person in the world.  

The prophet Isaiah, the Old Testament lesson – was not talking about a personal repentance, a personal transformation. Prepare yourself.  Isaiah was talking about preparation on a much grander scale.  Isaiah’s words guide us to communal, national, even global transformation.  Our call is not only to make ourselves ready, but to make the whole world ready for God. 

The lesson from Isaiah describes a familiar reality of that time.  And I’ve preached from this scripture before – so maybe you remember.  In desert regions of that day, near Palestine, most people did not travel through the desert.  The roads went around the deserts in more populated areas where it was safer and where roadways were more dependable, and this could add weeks even months to a journey.  But in that day, if a king or an emperor wanted to get somewhere fast.  They would send an army ahead to level out the dessert – to move the sand so that it was straight and smooth.  They would level out mountains.  They would raise up valleys.  They would make a way.   Isaiah describes God in Christ as a powerful king coming to the people.  And Isaiah describes God’s people as the servants who go ahead of the king to prepare the way – go move mountains and level valleys.  Go prepare the way for the powerful king who is coming.  Go prepare the way so the king can come in fast to be with the people.    Go prepare the way so that everyone sees what you are doing and no one can possibly miss the coming of God.  God is calling on us to change the world – to prepare the way, so that God can reach the people.  Move mountains.  Level valleys.  Open doors.  Tear down barriers.  Make a way for Jesus to get to everyone – for everyone to get to Jesus.  Make sure everybody knows.  God is here.  Christ is coming.  Get ready.

How can we “Prepare the Way of the Lord” so that nobody can possibly miss it?  So that nobody can miss - God’s love in Jesus Christ our Lord.  
The scripture gives us three places to start.  First, Isaiah begins with “Comfort.  Comfort my people.”  As we tell people about God we start with compassion, tenderness, care, providing for needs, the gentle leading of the shepherd, the comforting arms of one who loves.   We prepare the world for God’s presence by sharing compassion and love.  It’s a great message for Christmas.  Tell people about the peace that is promised.  Tell people about the grace and mercy of God.  Tell people about the God who loves and comforts and protects those who are in need.  
Second, John the Baptist begins with forgiveness.  Not forgetfulness, but redemption.  Forgiveness doesn’t wipe away the past.  Forgiveness transforms the present and offers hope for the future.  People need to know that there is a way out of the darkness, a path away from evil.  God’s forgiveness lets us start over.  We let go of the regrets and worries and wrongs of the past.  God helps us to find a right path and to move forward in hope.  As you prepare the way of the Lord this season – practice forgiveness, empower forgiveness, help others to forgive and to be forgiven.  Sin has no power in the presence of God’s love.  Forgive, as God forgives.  
So comfort, forgive.  Third, John reminds us that it is the Holy Spirit that truly transforms.  If we consider only our human abilities, our call seems impossible.  But the Holy Spirit – God’s power in the world, God’s power in us – the Holy Spirit can move mountains, can level valleys, can lift burdens and touch hearts.  The Holy Spirit can transform us.  The Holy Spirit can transform the world.  Let’s God’s Spirit live in you that others may see God’s love in all that you do.  Let God’s love and light shine in your life.  Be ready for God to use you to show love to others.   Prepare the way of the Lord!   
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Isaiah 40:1-11											 
Comfort, O comfort my people, says your God.
Speak tenderly to Jerusalem,
    and cry to her that she has served her term, that her penalty is paid,
that she has received from the Lord’s hand double for all her sins.
A voice cries out:
“In the wilderness prepare the way of the Lord; 
    make straight in the desert a highway for our God.
Every valley shall be lifted up, and every mountain and hill be made low;
the uneven ground shall become level, and the rough places a plain.
Then the glory of the Lord shall be revealed, and all flesh shall see it together, for the mouth of the Lord has spoken.”
A voice says, “Cry out!”  And I said, “What shall I cry?”
All flesh is grass; their constancy is like the flower of the field.
The grass withers; the flower fades, when the breath of the Lord blows upon it; surely the people are grass.  
The grass withers; the flower fades, but the word of our God will stand forever.
Get you up to a high mountain, O Zion, herald of good news;
lift up your voice with strength, O Jerusalem, herald of good news; lift it up, do not fear; 
say to the cities of Judah, “Here is your God!”
See, the Lord God comes with might, and his arm rules for him;
his reward is with him and his recompense before him.
He will feed his flock like a shepherd; he will gather the lambs in his arms
and carry them in his bosom and gently lead the mother sheep.

Mark 1:1-8  
The beginning of the good news of Jesus Christ.
As it is written in the prophet Isaiah,
“See, I am sending my messenger ahead of you, who will prepare your way,
the voice of one crying out in the wilderness:
    ‘Prepare the way of the Lord; make his paths straight,’ ”
So, John the baptizer appeared in the wilderness, proclaiming a baptism of repentance for the forgiveness of sins. And the whole Judean region and all the people of Jerusalem were going out to him and were baptized by him in the River Jordan, confessing their sins. Now John was clothed with camel’s hair, with a leather belt around his waist, and he ate locusts and wild honey. He proclaimed, “The one who is more powerful than I is coming after me; I am not worthy to stoop down and untie the strap of his sandals. I have baptized you with water, but he will baptize you with the Holy Spirit.”

The Word of the Lord.
Thanks be to God.
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