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Get Ready, Get Set… 
 
Let us pray… 
 
So we’re going to be hosting Christmas at our house this year.  It’s not a huge 
gathering, maybe 10 of us all total.  And we’ve pretty much decided we’re just doing 
appetizers:  Paul and I hosted a successful sit-down dinner for 12 on Thanksgiving and 
there is no reason to push our luck because two sit-down-family dinners in less than two 
months is asking for someone to get the stomach bug.  So fun food, some family, most 
of the presents are bought and we’ll cut a tree down this afternoon.  Looks like we won’t 
even have to shovel a path at the tree farm the way we have in previous years.  Easy! 
 
And yet, with three weeks to go, my family absolutely knows what lies ahead.  In the 
days just before December 25th, I will be running around our house pulling my hair and 
rending my clothes:  I will channel John the Baptist:  “Prepare ye this house!  Make 
straight your bedroom!  Fill the cupboards!  Make low the dust, smooth the clutter!  Or 
so help me God your flesh will have no technology time until 2013!”  (By the way, in the 
next verses of the gospel of Luke, John calls the people a “brood of vipers”:  don’t think my boys haven’t heard me scream that at the top of my lungs.) 
 
This morning’s scripture passage is one of the lectionary selections for this, the second 
Sunday in Advent.  Let’s hear it again… 

In the fifteenth year of the reign of Emperor Tiberius,  
when Pontius Pilate was governor of Judea,  
and Herod was ruler of Galilee,  
and his brother Philip ruler of the region of Ituraea and Trachonitis,  
and Lysanias ruler of Abilene,  
during the high-priesthood of Annas and Caiaphas,  
the word of God came to John son of Zechariah in the wilderness.  
 
He went into all the region around the Jordan,  
proclaiming a baptism of repentance for the forgiveness of sins,  
as it is written in the book of the words of the prophet Isaiah,  
‘The voice of one crying out in the wilderness:  
“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.” ’ 
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Now, obviously, this is not a part of Jesus’ sweet birth narrative.  It’s already the third 
chapter of the gospel according to Luke:  when Jesus re-enters 15 verses later, he’s an 
adult, about 30 years old.  Those who crafted the lectionary include this reading as a 
reminder that Advent, these four weeks leading up to Christmas, are set aside in the 
Christian tradition as a time to get ready for Christmas, for the time we remember Jesus’ 
birth.  But this “getting ready” isn’t about setting a pretty table and wrapping presents 
and singing happy songs:  this “getting ready” seems to include road construction. 
 
Let’s start at the beginning.  If you’re like me, when you hit bible verses with a bunch of 
names, you skim the text until you get back to the story.  But, as is often the case with those tricky bible-writers, the list of names that begin our passage actually are part of 
the story.  At first glance it looks like Luke is just telling when these things happened:  
“In the fifteenth year of the reign of Emperor Tiberius…”  Like if we started a story with 
“It was the fourth year in the presidency of Barak Obama, Deval Patrick was Governor 
of Massachusetts, and Benedict was the 265th Pope.”  But commentators wrestle with 
this list of names and geographical regions because they don’t all line up the way they 
should, according to other historical texts.  One guess is that Luke was bad at history, 
but it is more likely he was trying to make a point about the state of the world.  His early 
audience wouldn’t have seen this as just a list of names, but a description of geo-
political situations. 
 
For example, “the 15th year of the Emperor Tiberius”:  this would bring to mind Rome, 
the powerful empire wielding its control over a vulnerable region and Emperors calling 
themselves God, and the 15th year of Tiberius’ command was particularly chaotic.  
“Pontius Pilate was the governor of Judeo”:  this is the same Pontius Pilate who will call 
for Jesus’ death, so as soon as his name is mentioned tension builds in the story.  
“Herod was ruler of Galilee”:  the same Herod who will call for John’s death, another 
bad guy.  And naming the high priests Annas and Caiaphas referenced a time when the 
Temple was merely a puppet for the Roman hierarchy.  So Luke was bringing to mind 
political and religious officials who used their incredible power with injustice and 
selfishness and hatred.  It’s like if we wrote a story that began by saying it was in the 
time of President Assad of Syria, or Osama Bin Laden, or when Bobby Valentine led the 
Red Sox to their worst season in 40 years.  I’m just kidding about that last one, although 
our household contains a really ardent Red Sox fan who might take me seriously.    
 
All these political and religious figures, with the power of governments and armies and 
churches behind them.  They have money and huge buildings and crowns and robes.  
And according to Luke, the Word of God came to… 
 
Some crazy guy outside of town.  John, son of Zechariah and Elizabeth, was Jesus’ cousin, as you recall.  He was not one of the political or religious leaders of the day.  
Actually the neighbors probably rolled their eyes and called him a religious nut and felt 
bad for his parents.  As Luke describes it, he was hanging out in the rough country 
along the Jordan river, the site of entry to the Promised Land, and baptizing people.  No 
crowns, no armies, no money, just desert and water and people.  This is the guy, 
according to Luke, who God comes to. 
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God came to John, and in response, John started baptizing people all over the place.  
This was a little different from the baptism Jesus and his followers would practice, this 
came from the Jewish tradition, ritual cleansing to symbolically wash away whatever 
kept you from God.  John, as Luke says, offered this baptism as “repentance for the 
forgiveness of sins”.  That English translation, and our baggage around these words, 
can be misleading.  “Metanoia”, translated here as “repentance”, might better be 
thought of as “change of mind” or “turning around”, and “forgiveness” would be more accurately translated as “release from imprisonment”.  So John is inviting people to turn 
away from those behaviors and beliefs that imprison them.  Such a U-turn, John says, is 
preparation of a way for Jesus. 
 
Luke uses the words of Isaiah to describe this preparation.  Isaiah was a prophet of the 
Hebrew people.  He called them to right behavior and promised that God would be with 
them.  Early Christians saw themselves as part of Judaism, and so looked to those 
familiar texts to understand the life and death and teachings of Jesus.  But they didn’t 
mind taking license with the texts.  So Isaiah wrote, “A voice cries out:  “In the 
wilderness prepare the way of the Lord”, and Luke changes it to: “The voice of one 
crying out in the wilderness:  “Prepare the way of the Lord.’”  Isaiah wanted to 
emphasize that the Jewish people, lost in the wilderness, were to prepare for God; Luke shifted the text to say that the one who was in the wilderness called for the people to 
prepare for God.   
 
A small change, but significant for the gospel writer Luke.  Placing John in the 
wilderness, he heightens the contrast between the political leaders in Rome and Judea 
and the Temple on one side, and John in the wilderness along the river on the other.  
God, Luke says, breaks into the world not in the halls of power, but in the expanse of 
the wild.  Here are all the high-and-mighty folk in the city, and then here is crazy John in 
the wilderness, and guess who God is working with. 
 
Luke puts words from the 40th chapter of Isaiah into John’s mouth:  “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.” 
 
John is like the advance man for some movie star at a hotel, making sure there is a 
vase of all-white lilies in every room, fresh fruit arranged in a rainbow, and a bowl of 
M&Ms with all the brown ones removed.  He comes in wearing a camel-hair suit, with a 
swarm of bees around his head from the honey he eats.  He’s got lousy manners and 
dirt under his nails, and he won’t hesitate to make all kinds of outrageous demands on 
behalf of his client: “Make way, make way!  Change the carpet, hang the couch from the 
ceiling!  Take down that wall, add five more windows.  Make way, make way!” 
 
It’s not surprising that John will be killed a few chapters later.  He’s obnoxious, 
demanding and uncivilized.  You could almost feel bad for the political leaders at the 
time who had to deal with him. 
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 Except now, on this second Sunday in Advent, it’s our lives John is crashing into, telling 
us to “prepare the way of the Lord”.  John the advance man is telling us to straighten out 
the paths, fill the valleys, and smooth out the rough ways so God can come on in.   
 
And maybe John arrives not a moment too soon.  God knows our lives often have the 
overgrown look of a wilderness, the lifeless look of a desert, like the desert where the 
Israelites wandered, and the wilderness where John preached.  A marriage trapped in 
silence, a job search with no end in sight, health issues without relief or treatment, a 
family that can’t be in the same room without a battle.  Each of us has known a time in 
life as frightening and dangerous and desolate as any wilderness found in scripture. 
 
Into that place John comes, singing “Prepare ye!” and then, right behind, comes the 
presence of God: the Spirit of Love that never dies, the Source of Hope that envelops our minds, the Sense of Joy that fills our hearts.  God comes to us in our wilderness.  
Into our darkness comes the Light that cannot be overcome, the Light we welcome at 
Christmas.  But with John as preamble, maybe that light is going to be less a votive and 
more a klieg light.  Or a forest fire. 
 
I read an article last week about all the Christmas movies coming out on stations like 
Lifetime:  one-dimensional stories of tragedy turned into tinsel.  There was a list of real 
movies with fake plots mixed in, and readers were challenged to find the fakes.  It 
wasn’t easy.  According to the media, we know where to find Christmas:  with Santa at 
the mall, by the fireplace in our living room, at midnight in the church sanctuary.  And 
yet, scripture shows us, in those places God might get lost amid the wrapping and the twinkly lights.  Where God’s presence really shows up is the food pantry, and the 
bereavement group, and the AA meeting.  If John were alive today, the “wilderness” 
he’d wander in would be the streets of Worcester, he’d preach to crowds at subsidized 
housing, he’d baptize anyone paying for groceries with EBT food stamps.  And then 
he’d come charging in here: 
“Prepare the way of the Lord! 
make peaceful paths for all people; 
fill the bellies of hungry children!” 
John would tell us to welcome God into the wilderness of our lives, 
and challenge us to straighten out injustice, 
and see the Presence of God in every other person. 
 
My friends, I fear that in 2012, we may be a heck of a lot closer to Emperor Tiberius 
than John the Baptist.  I’ll just speak for myself:  I’m a citizen in the country with the 
greatest military-industrial complex on the planet, a country quite interested in 
replicating itself around the world.  I’m white, upper-middle-class; I have a golden 
retriever and a two-car garage!  I fear John the Baptist would come my way, take a look 
at my life, and shake his head, finding me hopeless.  I don’t want to prepare the way of 
the Lord.  I don’t want to work on those paths, or get dirty in the valley, or get involved 
with those mountains and hills.  The crooked isn’t really any of my business, and I’m 
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pretty sure I can’t do anything about the rough spots anyway.  Give me a purple robe 
and call me Emperor Cindy. 
 
So I don’t know about you, but my friends I need Advent.  I need someone messy and 
chaotic like John the Baptist to break in to my world of lists and plans and beautifully-
wrapped illusions.  I resist Advent, but I need it.  Because the Light of Christ is coming:  
the light that calls me to work for justice and fight for peace and live for love.  God 
knows I need that light, because it’s what gives my life shape and meaning and 
purpose.  But if I’m going to be ready for that Christ-Mas-Light, that spotlight that will 
illuminate the darkest corners of the jungle that is my life, then I need to get ready.  I 
need to turn from those fears that hold me back, those judgments that separate me from 
others.  I want to get on that road crew that’s working on straightening out the paths that 
confuse my brothers and sisters.  I need to help fill those valleys that trap God’s beloved 
children.  I need to work on smoothing out the places in this world that are fatally rough 
on those most in need.  Like I said, I can only speak for myself, but I gotta get ready.  
How about you?  Amen. 


