Prepare Ye the Way and Build a Road

Sunday December 5, 2009

First Reading is from the Apocrypha: Baruch 5:1-9

Psalm 126

Epistle:
Philippians 1:1-11

Gospel:
Luke 3:1-6

We have just heard Luke quote the prophet, Isaiah. Here are the words from Isaiah, Chapter 40, and Verse 1 to 5:

1) Comfort, O Comfort my people, says your God.

2) 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.

3) A voice cries out: In the wilderness, prepare the way of the Lord, make straight in the desert a highway for our God.

4) 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.

5) Then the glory of the Lord shall be revealed, and all people shall see it together, for the mouth of the Lord has spoken.

When I was a child, little did I know that my early travels would become sermon material one day.

As you know, I grew up in a military family. When I was two and a half years of age, we moved for the second time. This move was Dad’s overseas tour to the Philippines. My first memories are in the Philippines. I did not know anything about the United States. We lived in the Philippines for three years and in 1956, Dad received orders to return to the United States and become the Deputy Commander of the Southwest region headquartered in Dallas, Texas. So, we packed up and left the Philippines and began a great journey back to the States. Well, we eventually made it to Dallas after about a four or five month’s journey. About three weeks after we settled in Dallas, I remember asking my Dad this question, “Dad, this is a nice place, but when are we going home?” 

Now let’s place that same question in the context of the verses from Isaiah which Luke referred to in today’s Gospel reading.

Isaiah spoke the word of God to Israel in exile in Babylon. Israel had been overrun and conquered by Babylon. As a way of controlling the empire’s population, the Babylonians moved its conquered people away from their original home to another place within the empire. Israel stayed in Babylon around two hundred years. Obviously after two hundred years, Israel’s memories of Jerusalem were long gone. Most of the people could not remember the way back across a trackless desert. Simply, after two hundred years, home for Israel was Babylon. 
Now, Isaiah comes and proclaims that home is in another place, over there. What happens when you are asked to moved from your home, change your job from a job which you have been employed for many years, as a computer analyst, as a school teacher, as a social worker, as a nurse, as an insurance executive? What happens when you are asked to move away from family and friends to a far off place? Words come to mind, “uncomfortable, fear, unknowing, you’re crazy if you think I’m going there, I can’t do that”. We get defensive and defiant. God asked Israel to move from what they thought was their home. What happens when God’s people are reluctant to move?  I am sure that some stayed in Babylon. While others began the journey to an unknown place called Jerusalem.  Comfort, O comfort my people says God. In my Dad’s case, he was ordered to go to a foreign country which he knew nothing about. The Philippines was an American colony. And there were other Americans there. But what if he was ordered to Oman instead. What separates those that go to an unknown place from a place called home? I suppose that it’s a little bit of courage and a little bit of curiosity. I do know that such a venture takes a lot of faith – faith in other people and faith in God – that you will be okay. 
We may not understand and we’re scared to death. We may only take one step to level ground and build a road before us. The unleveled ground shall become level. The road is made straight through the desert – the desert of our fears, the road of our faith. If we accept God’s beckoning onward, we proceed down the road of our faith sometimes eagerly, sometimes cautiously. Today, we are asked to take another journey – a journey toward Bethlehem. We think that we know what’s at the end of that road. But are we sure? We think that it’s someone called Jesus. If you are Christian, then Christmas is when we encounter Jesus, our Savior. Are we ready to do that? Are we ready to meet our God face to face where his countenance, the light from his face, shines in our faces?

The second point that I want to make about roads is this. On our journey home in 1956, we spent about a week in Rome. One of my memories is the old Roman roads and how straight they are. The Romans were master builders and their roads, as testimony to their skill, are still used today. We took a tourist excursion down the famous Appian Way. The Appian Way is known as the Queen of all roads. It was one of the first Roman roads to be built some 2300 years ago. It impressed me how straight it was. It went straight to the horizon – not a bend or a curve. And it was narrow. It was just wide enough for our bus. I wondered what we would do if a car came in the other direction. Being five years old, I missed the history while wondering about safety.  Well, let’s bring this into context with Isaiah, chapter 40.

God’s road is a straight and narrow road through the desert. There is no deviation. There are no curves or bends. If we decide to take God’s highway, then the road is straight to where He wants us to be, to do the things that He wishes us to do. Our road of faith is a road built before us straight to a destination maybe only known by God himself. We may experience pain, joy, doubts, despair, gladness, weariness and at the journey’s end, relief that the journey has ended. If we believe that we are on a holy journey down God’s road, then we must believe that God is at the end of journey. And whatever we experience is worth the effort. My question to all of us is, are we willing to start the journey down the road before us? Are we ready to journey together to a place called Bethlehem? 

Advent is a time to prepare ourselves for a journey. It is a time to travel together down the road of our faith through many fears and shared experiences. Advent is a time where God calls us to Bethlehem towards a manger in a barn where we will meet our Savior.

During Advent let’s reread Luke’s story of Jesus’ birth. And in that retelling of the story, let’s place ourselves in the story. We have willingly journeyed to Bethlehem. We have purposely prepared and travel to the foot of that manger to meet our God face to face. Where the light from his face shines on ours. The journey starts now. Our first steps are the steps down this aisle when we come forward to share communion together. Our journey starts now and ends in Bethlehem on December 25th – on Christmas Day. We will together experience the awe and wonder of the Christ child. We will know that He is our God. Indeed, we will together witness the glory of God. As Isaiah said, then the glory of the Lord shall be revealed and all people shall see it together, for the mouth of the Lord has spoken.” 
Are we willing to travel down our road of faith possibly giving up some comforts, some knowns, toward a place called Bethlehem where God awaits? And you know that the road continues beyond Bethlehem to places unknown where only the Grace of God and our dreams exist.
Amen.

