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How Do We Prepare the Way?

          Well preparations are underway.  Everywhere you go folks are making preparations for Christmas.  One of the interesting things, which I have heard over the past several years, has been the phrase, "Well, I am just not going to get out all of those Christmas decorations this year."  That seems to show how people sometimes get to the point where Christmas preparations just become a big hassle.  So many times in my life I have been one of those people who has chastised those scrooges who could not get caught up in the excitement of the season.  The older I get the more I understand how so many people miss the true point of this season, because they are just so focused on the commercial hype of this season and miss the spiritual aspect of it all together.
          For many of us, this season is very hectic, with shopping for the ideal gift for those on our Christmas list or with pouring over recipes to find just the right, treat for our festive occasions.  We have to fight the crowds in the stores to buy up all of the proper ingredients for all those Christmas goodies.  We have to get the house cleaned up and decorated just the way we want it, so that we can receive guests.  We have to polish the silver or wash up those special dishes and pull out the fancy napkins.  We have a lot of preparations to make for the kind of holiday celebration that we want to have with our families and friends.  But how do we prepare the way for the Messiah to enter our hearts and homes?  How do we prepare for a sacred and holy Christmas that can change us in deep and powerful ways?  After all, wasn't that what John the baptizer was trying to do in his day?  He was trying to prepare the way for the Messiah.
          In the beginning of Luke's third chapter, Luke sets the stage for the ministry of John.  He paints the scene of the political backdrop and this would have given his first readers a good reminder of what was going on in the world when John was preaching in the wilderness.  The point of this laundry list of civil leaders is that God's saving work took place in the context of human history.  We know that the Bible is a collection of faith stories, not really intended to be a history book.  In those instances when the biblical writers do go into great detail about the current events of their day, it is usually to set the context for God's activity in human history.  In this particular instance, it is especially important to note the kind of leadership the Roman Empire exercised.  They were the most powerful kingdom in their world.  Luke's audience would have known all about Rome's power and influence.  They would have clearly understood how Rome never hesitated to seize the land of others and take it as their own.  Among the Roman Empire and its conquered lands, Caesar was known as the Prince of Peace.  That seemed strange to me the first time I read that, but if you think about it, it does make sense.  Caesar would sweep through a land and take it by force, but the up side to being under Roman rule was that other, smaller kingdoms didn't want to go up against Rome, so you were fairly safe from other opportunists once under Rome's thumb.  Of course, we know that many of Luke's readers were of Jewish heritage, so they would have been well acquainted with the prophesies of the Messiah.  They would have known the story of the Children of Israel and how they had failed miserably at having their own king.  They would have understood what it had been like for their people to live under the oppression of other leaders.
          It was in this environment that John journeyed out into the wilderness ... at God's command.  John went out into the wilderness proclaiming a baptism of repentance using the words of the prophet Isaiah.  It is interesting to note that John was not saying anything new.  He was saying the same thing, which many of his hearers had known all their lives, but he said it with such conviction and with new vigor.  He shared that old, familiar message in a new and exciting way.  John offered those, who were willing to journey out into the wilderness, a chance to prepare for the coming Messiah as they had never done before, though somehow the setting seemed to ring true for them.
          Have you ever wondered how John could have amassed such a following out in the wilderness?  I always thought that strange, until I saw the connection to the rest of the story of God's people.  Remember Moses, he heard God's call while journeying in the wilderness among his father-in-law's sheep.  Then God used him to lead the Children of Israel out of bondage in Egypt, only to leave them wandering in the wilderness until God determined that they were ready to enter the Promised Land.  Why wouldn't God's covenant people, who understood themselves to be saved from the wilderness over and over again, be willing to journey out into the  wilderness to hear what John had to say?  And when they did it was something they recognized.
          "Prepare the way of the Lord, make his paths straight.  Every valley shall be filled and every mountain and hill shall be made low, and the crooked shall be made straight, and the rough ways made smooth; and all flesh shall see the salvation of God."  
          You see these were people who had a new appreciation for Isaiah's words.  These were people who had seen Rome do these same things.  How else could Rome have been so successful?  Caesar's army would spread his kingdom by making straight paths through the wilderness, by leveling mountains and filling in the valleys so that his men could conquer more lands for Rome.  They understood these words in a way that we might never.  But they also knew the power of that last phrase in way that we may never.  "All flesh shall see the salvation of God."  That was going to be the real change from the status quo.  Rome did everything for the power of adding to the kingdom.  But Luke says that what God is about to accomplish through the Messiah will bring about the salvation of the entire world, not just of the sake of the kingdom, but for all flesh.  What God is about to accomplish is for the Roman soldier and the peasant Jew.  John was trying to call the people into a time of repentance to prepare for what God would accomplish in their midst.  God was about to establish a kingdom of peace unlike the style of peace, which Caesar offered.  
          So what does all of this talk about Rome and Caesar and John the Baptizer have to do with us as we sit in this beautifully prepared sanctuary on this second Sunday of Advent in 2009?  The question from which we began is still a good question for us.  How do we prepare the way for the Messiah?  Or perhaps a better question is ... Are we even trying to prepare for God?   Are we getting so caught up in the gift giving, partying, and revelry of the holiday that we are forgetting what all this is really about?  It is so easy to do.  But John's call to the folks of his day is still a good one for us today.  Prepare the way of the Lord!  Certainly we live in a time when there are plenty of rough places, hills and valleys in our lives which keep us off the straight and narrow path.  Surely we understand our need for and reliance upon our Messiah.  We don't have to look past the end of our nose to see all that all people need to see and feel and experience the salvation of God.  That is what we need to be preparing for.  We need to prepare our hearts, minds and homes to welcome the Christ Child in.  We need to prepare the way for the greatest story in the world to catch us off guard all over again and to enable its power to wash over us, our community, and our world with the salvation, which only the Messiah can bring.  In the midst of all of the other preparations, which we will inevitably be making, please remember to take the time to prepare for the Messiah.  
          And to our God be all glory and honor and power and blessing and wisdom and might, both now and forever more.  Amen.
