STRAIGHTENING THE ROAD BETWEEN GOD AND US

A Sermon preached by the Rev Allan Thompson 

at Wesley Uniting Church Hobart on 4 December 2011

Texts: Isaiah 40: 1-11; Mark 1:1-8

Those of us who regularly drive the highway between Hobart and Launceston will know that there are many points at which you can see where the road used to go, sometimes through towns now by-passed, but especially in the Southern Midlands you can see where once upon a time the road would wind its way around the hills. Over the years the highway has been widened, straightened and smoothed, enabling motorists to have a clear run north or south. I am thankful for the engineers and road crews who have done this work. I know that when I go home later this afternoon it will be smooth travelling.  
Both our Old and New Testament readings today have a phrase about straightening the path or straightening the highway through the desert. But in the biblical setting the phrase did not relate to the work of engineers and road crews, but was a turn of phrase by God’s messengers preparing people to recognize and take on board what God was about to do in their midst. In Mark’s gospel the phrase, spoken by John the Baptist, is “prepare the way of the Lord, make his paths straight”, and several centuries earlier the prophet Isaiah’s phrase was “In the wilderness prepare the way of the Lord, make straight in the desert a highway for our God. The context for each is a prophetic message encouraging their listeners to be ready to engage on a journey of renewal. For Isaiah it had a political and national flavour preparing the people for the end of their long period of exile from their own homeland. For John the Baptiser the flavour was more spiritual preparing the people for the advent of Jesus, and it is on this that I will concentrate this morning. 
The reference in Mark’s gospel to preparing the way and straightening the path comes as early as the third verse of his gospel. Mark, which was the earliest of the four gospels to be written, and is by far the shortest of them, launches straight into the story of the public ministry of Jesus. Unlike in  Matthew and Luke there is no account of the birth of Jesus, no references to shepherds, stars, wise men or mangers at Bethlehem. Nor is there any mention in Mark’s gospel of any events in the life of Jesus prior to his baptism. For Mark these things were incidental to the main story, and using an economy of words Mark gets to the main point quickly. 

So Mark begins by announcing his main theme. Chapter one verse one says “The beginning of the gospel of Jesus Christ, the Son of God”. And for Mark, as for each of the other gospel writers, the prelude to the public ministry of Jesus was the ministry of John the Baptist, or the Baptiser. 

Now the baptizer was a somewhat eccentric figure. Certainly his clothing was unusual and his diet of locusts and wild honey was a diet most of us would find most unappetizing. But he became a popular figure with lots of people drawn to him and they responded to his preaching by being baptized in an outback region through which the Jordan River flowed.  John encouraged people to be baptized as a sign of their repentance and their readiness to embrace the new thing which God was about to do. In particular he pointed beyond himself to a greater one who was about to come. 

What are we to make of the call to prepare the way, to make straight the road? If we go back to thinking about the Midland Highway, those who have improved the road over the years have sought to get rid of the obstacles to having a straight road. There are rivers and streams that have to be crossed at the right spot; there are towns to be bypassed so we can travel the distance more quickly; there are steep hills and embankments that have to be avoided; the need for level crossings to be avoided as a matter of safety; there are junctions like with the new Brighton bypass that need roundabouts.

Although John’s message about straightening the road was about a spiritual journey it too was about getting rid of the obstacles. In this case it was obstacles which prevent us from hearing the call of God or seeing the action of God in our midst. For the prophets it was a matter of being able to see clearly the way ahead rather than seeing the obstacles, and forging ahead in a direct way rather than being put off by the obstacles along the way.

So the phrase about preparing the way and making the Lord’s paths straight challenges us to think of what might be the obstacles that get in the way of God getting a clear run to us. What gets in the way of us hearing God’s word or seeing God’s action in our midst?

There can be many things that get in the way. It could be that we just have not developed the kind of spiritual discipline which enables an acute sensitivity to the presence of God and God’s messages to us, and we need to practice personal prayer more intensely. It could be that we have closed minds (whether intentional or inadvertent) and consequently do not have an openness to recognize new things God may be doing or saying. It could be that we struggle to put anything other than self-interest at the top of our priorities. It could be that like the people of Isaiah’s time we are so full of despair that we feel unable to lift ourselves out of what we see as gloom and doom and see new opportunities. It could be that we are unable to resist the pressure of other people – family, friends or other associates – whose priorities are far removed from those we have been given by Jesus. 

Today’s two Bible readings about preparing the way and about making straight a highway for our God challenge us to recognize the obstacles and to find a way to reduce their impact on us, and to reduce their capacity to stymie God reaching us. 

It is important that we never forget that God is always doing new things in our midst. That is one of the lessons from Biblical history. God has a great track record in doing new and surprising things, so God’s people have to be prepared to be surprised and to recognise God in new ways and new contexts. John the Baptiser main role was to encourage the people to see that God would soon do something unique, new and different. And he said “You’d better be ready!”
You know, the ministry of John was conducted in what Mark calls the wilderness. Now here in Tasmania we can use the word wilderness in divergent ways. When we talk about the south-west wilderness area, for example, we are talking about something beautiful pristine and to be enjoyed. But we can also talk about having a wilderness experience that brings unwelcome loneliness, isolation and hopelessness. That’s the kind of wilderness experience which John the Baptist addressed, and into which he gave hope. 
To those feeling as if they are in a wilderness experience John brought a sense of expectation and excitement and renewal founded on a firm belief that God was actively doing a new thing.
But John was clear that the best way to recognize the new thing that God was about to do was to repent. To repent is to change one’s mind, to turn around, to change direction. I suggest that for us this means owning up to the obstacles that we allow to get in the way of us having a good relationship with God, it means owning up to the attitudes and actions that are contrary to God’s will for us and which prevent God from getting that straight road into us. It might be owning up to a closed mind, or a rigid attitude, or a selfish priority or a neglect to nurture our spiritual life through prayer, contemplation and devotional reading. For us in the church it may even mean owning up to being more concerned for the church than for the gospel. Yes, it does mean owning up to what is wrong, but it also means committing ourselves to change what is wrong and to be healed of the things that harm us, our church or our society. 

The Uniting Church’s Basis of Union remains a particularly helpful document. Its final paragraph says this: “The Uniting Church affirms that it belongs to the people of God on the way to the promised end. The Uniting Church prays that, through the gift of the Spirit God will constantly correct that which is erroneous in its life, will bring it into deeper unity with other Churches, and will use its worship witness and service to God’s eternal glory through Jesus Christ the Lord.” 
That prayer, to correct what is erroneous, and to use worship witness and service to God’s eternal glory is an appropriate prayer not only for our Uniting Church, but for its individual members. For that is another way of praying that there will be sufficient change and open-ness in us that the “road” between God and us will be straightened.

So today as you receive God in the bread and the wine of the Holy Communion pray that God in you will help you to overcome all the obstacles that get in the way of you and your church being in a good relationship with the God who is always doing a new thing. 
To the praise of the name that is timeless and the love that is boundless, Amen. 
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