Advent 2; Is 40: 1-11, Ps 85; 2 Peter 3:8-15; Mark 1:1-8 Dec. 4, 2011, Rev. Mary S. Trainor
Advent is the season to prepare for the coming of Christ, and both our Gospel and our Isaiah reading today are about this.  Specifically, they both say, “prepare the way of the Lord, make his paths straight.”  What is fascinating here is that the Isaiah passage is written 700 years before the Mark passage, but they say the same thing. The Mark passage is the fulfillment of the prophecy God gave to Isaiah; 700 years is a long time to wait!  The long awaited Messiah has finally come, and it is time for the people to prepare for Him: “prepare the way of the Lord, make his paths straight.”
When I think of making the path straight, I think of roads I have traveled on in my life, and specifically the contrast between roads in two places. My sister lives in a Philadelphia suburb, and I have visited her several times.  While there, we drive around to different places.  No matter where we are going, we are always on a twisting two lane road that does not have a straight section on it and people all seem to be driving too fast on these crowded winding roads.  In contrast, is central Illinois; I used to live there.  The roads there are laid out geometrically in a grid of section roads. I would ride my bike for long distances out of town on those roads, going for miles and miles without any bend in the road or any rise.  The roads were very straight and long.  

The Christian worldview or the way Christians are to see life is like a one way road.  This road we are on starts at baptism and goes to eternal life; we have a destination, a direction.  It’s not a circle, it’s a line.  We know whose we are, we know where we are headed, and we will know it when we get to our aim:  to eternal life with Christ.  So, reflect now on your life as a journey down a road, the road to seeing Jesus face-to-face. Is that road straight, or does it make lots of curves and rises and drops?  Hmmmm….most of us would say, there are lots of bumps in the road, lots of curves, corners, jogs.  
So, here we all are today, at this time in our life journey, in the season of Advent; and we are to “prepare the way of the Lord, make his paths straight.” How do we “make the path straight?”  We examine our lives, and get rid of any winding in the road that directs us away from Jesus.  We prepare our hearts to receive Jesus.  Peter helps us understand what this means for us in today’s Epistle, “lead lives of holiness and godliness (and) while you are waiting for these things (i.e., Jesus), strive to be found by him at peace, without spot or blemish, and regard the patience of our Lord as salvation.”  Whew! This is challenging. How do we do this?  Our Scripture readings tell us how to make our paths straight this Advent season, as we await the coming of Jesus.  Pull out your insert and follow along as we walk through them now. 
Let’s go to the Gospel first. What do we learn about this preparation for the Lord from Mark?  Plenty.  Mark gets right to the point, telling about the one who was sent to help the world prepare for Jesus: John the Baptist.  This strangely dressed wild man from the mountains, who ate locusts and honey, was sent by God to prepare people for the coming of Christ Jesus.  They needed preparation, and so do we.  John prepared them by, “proclaiming a baptism of repentance for the forgiveness of sins.”  What does this mean? It means that in our lives with the crooked roads we have not created the right environment for Jesus, Jesus wants the road to be straight.  The road gets crooked if we do things that separate us from God.  So, to get it to straighten out we are to examine ourselves, ask God for forgiveness, receive God’s forgiveness, and then change our ways.  The word “repent” (metanoia in Greek) means to turn away from things that take us away from God and turn towards what leads us on a straight path to God.  So, when we confess our sins as part of this service each week (reading the prayer of confession on p. 360) and receive absolution, that is wonderful and we can start over – but we are not done….God is done with His part, but we have to now repent.  We have to turn away from what takes us away from God. This is repentance. 
But this is hard, we are surrounded by temptations, so how do we do this?  The Isaiah passage helps us here….it begins with “Comfort, O comfort my people.”  Here is the Good News!  We are not alone, we don’t have to do this all on our own.  That’s impossible!  We have help in living a life turned away from sin and towards God!  We are to receive the comfort of God; rely on God, and then we will be transformed by God, and  “every valley shall be lifted up…the uneven ground shall become level…and the glory of the Lord shall be revealed.”  We are in a culture that tells us to go it alone, to be tough; but God tells us that He is here for us, and we are to rely on Him, lean on Him, beg Him for help as we try to deal with the bumps in the road.  And the church is the Body of Christ, here to help as well. 

Now go on to the Psalm –it captures God helping us this in the refrain:  “Show us your mercy, O Lord, and grant us your salvation.”  But it also challenges us to listen to God. Whew this is a hard one. We only want to listen to God when God agrees with us – right?  But look at verse 8, which we all just read, “I will listen to what the Lord God is saying.” Did you mean those words?  If you do, then the path will straighten out.
Marion was a middle aged friend of mine in New Mexico.  She had fancy credentials and was a top director in the National Lab where I used to work.  She had learned to get to the top of the corporate ladder, but she was not a person at peace.  She had few friends, little time for her children, and no spiritual life to speak of – because of her all consuming work; her road was very crooked and winding.  One day Marion had to have a biopsy, and she waited and waited for the results.  She called me as she anxiously waited.  The results were not good; they started her on aggressive medical treatments. During this same time, Marion lost her job.  With all of this, you would think her world would have been shattered, but it wasn’t.  In fact, just the opposite happened during this time in her life.  Why? because she came for healing prayer at our church.  What did she find?  She found love. She met Christ there.  She was not cured physically, but she was healed spiritually.  A year later, while Marion was in hospice care, I went to her home and she was surrounded by her family and friends; she shared with me that this was the happiest year of her whole life.  The Sunday following this, she was very weak but made it to church.  By now, everyone in the church knew Marion because of her gentleness, her sweetness, and her devotion to Jesus. After Communion, Marion did not return to her seat but instead stopped next to the piano.  All eyes were on her.  In the silence of the church, she paused, and then sang out a hymn, “I’d rather have Jesus than anything… He’s all that my hungering spirit needs… I’d rather have Jesus than anything.”  The glory of the Lord was revealed through Marion that day, her life pathway had become arrow straight.  

This is not a sad story; this is a story of victory:  good news of a path made straight for the Lord’s coming.  The Gospel of Mark began today with stating that this was the “Good News of Jesus Christ!”  The word “gospel” actually means Good News.  Jesus’ good news for you today is that you are His precious child who He loves so much, and He wants to make your life better, and so He will help your path be made straight for His coming. Will you let Him? Let us pray together the collect for the day that I read at the beginning of the service, at the top of your bulletin: the Contemporary version. “Merciful God, who sent your messengers the prophets to preach repentance and prepare the way for our salvation: Give us grace to heed their warnings and forsake our sins, that we may greet with joy the coming of Jesus Christ our Redeemer; who lives and reigns with you and the Holy Spirit, one God, now and for ever. Amen.
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