Prepare the Way (Mark 1:1-8)
Dec. 10, 2023 — Advent 2

1 The beginning of the good news of Jesus Christ, the Son of God. 2 As it is written in the prophet
Isaiah, “See, I am sending my messenger ahead of you, who will prepare your way; 3 the voice of one
crying out in the wilderness: ‘Prepare the way of the Lord, make his paths straight,”” 4John the
baptizer appeared in the wilderness, proclaiming a baptism of repentance for the forgiveness of

sins. 5 And people from the whole Judean countryside 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. 7 He proclaimed,
“The one who is more powerful than I is coming after me; I am not worthy to stoop down and untie
the thong of his sandals. ® I have baptized you with water; but he will baptize you with the Holy
Spirit.”

In the movie Godspell, John the Baptizer is beginning to sing the song, Prepare Ye
the Way of the Lord.

Prepare ye, the way of the Lord

Prepare ye, the way of the Lord
Everybody now...

The moment people hear John singing ‘Prepare the Way,’ they stop what they are
doing and throw away their hats, shoes, clothes, bags they are wearing or carrying,
and start running toward the sound of the song. It is a scene that shows the joy and
excitement of starting a new life, leaving behind everything that was important in
their lives. The baptism scenes are described as singing “Prepare Ye the Way of
the Lord” together with John the Baptizer. All of the jubilant people are dancing
and splashing water in the fountain just like children playing. In the movie, the
mission of Jesus on earth is proclaimed as saving the people. Today, I invite you
to reflect on the beginning of the Gospel of Mark with such joy and excitement.

Mark abruptly begins the gospel: “The beginning of the good news of Jesus Christ,
the Son of God.” It was written around 70 CE and was the first book among the
Four Gospels in the New Testament. Interestingly, there is no nativity story in the
Gospel of Mark. No angelic announcement, no manger, no wise men from the east,
no star GPS, no shepherds, and so on. Mark’s Gospel is amazingly simple and
powerful.

Mark introduces John the Baptizer, quoting 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,”* Mark
guides us (1) from God’s promises in the past (2) to John’s call to repent in the
present and (3) finally to his announcement of the coming (advent) of the Lord in
near future. Through John the Baptizer, Mark invites us into the world of God's
amazing grace, who is always with us in the past, present, and future. Especially
focusing on the advent of the Lord, Jesus Christ. What exciting and good news!

John the Baptizer becomes an excellent tutor for all of us to wait and be prepared
for the coming of the Lord. John lived in the wilderness, which implies that he
was a man of prayer who had deep fellowship with God until he announced the
coming of the Lord. John was clothed with camel’s hair, with a leather belt around
his waist. He ate locusts and wild honey, healthy foods.

| once learned from my Jewish friend that midbar, the Hebrew word for wilderness,
Is often understood as the place we hear the Word of God and at the same time is a
place of silence. It also means a womb of the Word where no words and meanings
have been created yet. It sounds like wilderness is the best place to be mindfully
praying and listening to God. Let's think about how much time John had to pray,
walking with God, preparing and growing spiritually before he shared the coming
of the Lord in public.

When John the Baptizer began to proclaim a baptism of repentance, the change of
life that leads to the forgiveness of sins, people from everywhere were crowded
around him and confessed their sins and were baptized. This is a surprising scene.
When hearing confession of sin, repentance, and change of life, people often feel a
heavy burden or refuse to listen. But the people crowded around John were full of
excitement and joy rather than a heavy burden. Do you see why | love the
excitement expressed in the movie, Godspell?

John didn’t stop there. He said he is just a mere stagehand of the real drama. Let
me read the Message version: “I’m baptizing you here in the river, turning your old
life in for a kingdom life. His baptism—a holy baptism by the Holy Spirit—will
change you from the inside out.”

In Mark, Advent is not separated from Lent, the season of repentance. John’s
baptism foreshadowed his imprisonment, which would mark the beginning of
Jesus’ mission in Galilee (Mark 1:14). John’s execution by Herod Antipas
anticipates the death of Jesus (Mark 6:14-29). Awaiting, hoping, and preparing

1 Biblical scholars believe that this is a combined quotation from Isaiah and Mal 3:1.



for the coming of Jesus, we are also called to repent, turning our whole body, spirit,
and life to God, just as the early church’s catechumens prepared for baptism
repenting their sins, dwelling in divine grace with expectation, excitement, and joy.
The beloved in Christ, let us be reminded that repentance is the gift of God.

In our daily lives, however, we struggle with Advent expectations. We often
experience “mind-full” rather than “mindful.” I confess that my mind was heavy,
and my body was tired when | began preparing for this sermon. | needed the
midbar, the womb of the living Word.

| consider the late priest Henri Nouwen as one of my spiritual masters, although |
didn’t have a chance to meet him in person. For him, spiritual life without prayer
is like the Gospel without Christ. Nouwen teaches us that prayer is “not simply
some necessary compartment in the daily schedule of a Christian or a source of
support in time of need, nor is it restricted to Sunday mornings or mealtimes.
Prayer is the breath of our life. Praying is unceasing recognition that God is
present in every aspect of our lives, always inviting us to come closer and to
celebrate the divine gift of being alive.”?

Nouwen said that although most of us do not necessarily commit ourselves to a
monastic life or practice the rigorous prayer life like the desert fathers of the early
church, we still need to create a room in our hearts to experience the solitude of the
desert or wilderness, creating space for God in our lives. In this way, we can
slowly let our compulsions melt away and begin to experience the freedom of the
children of God. Whether of physical or emotional wilderness, the midbar, it
allows us “the ever-increasing capacity to live a spiritual life from the heart.”

“Prepare ye, the way of the Lord!”

Are you ready to respond to John’s prophetic voice? Let me sum up this sermon
with HOW. First, we are invited to join those who say yes to the call to repent,
turning back to God, and living the transformed life in Christ who will come again
and will baptize us with the Holy Spirit soon and maybe now. Second, we are
invited to sit in our wilderness or midbar, anchoring us to God through Jesus Christ.
Our midbar can be this sanctuary, a room in the house, a sandy beach, a walk or

2 Henri Nouwen, The Only Necessary Thing.

3 lbid.; Nouwen, Spiritual Direction.



bike trail, or a Tuesday Tai Chi group-- praying and creating room for God in our
daily lives, more attentively listening to God.

Let us wait for God to begin to work on us. Let us mirror ourselves in the Word of
God. We are hopeful because God, not us, initiates to come to us, draw near to us
before we repent. Let us prepare the way of the Lord with open and faithful hearts!
With excitement and joy! And all God’s people say, Amen!



