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Sermon 12-1/2-2018 

Straight lines on crooked paths 

Mark 1: 1-8 

 

1 The beginning of the good news[a] 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,’” 
4 John 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. 6 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. 8 I have baptized you 

with[f]water; but he will baptize you with[g] the Holy Spirit.” 

 

 

1) 

Are you ready for Advent to begin? This year we had an extra weekend between 

Thanksgiving and Advent – maybe that helped you to set your mind on Advent. 

Did it? 

 

I don’t know if the passage from the Bible you just heard was particularly helpful to 

set you into Advent mood. It didn’t have anything specifically ‘Christmassy’ to it – 

did it? What we have heard is the grand opening of Mark’s gospel. There is no 

Christmas story in that gospel – nothing about the birth of Jesus. Mark’s gospel starts 

with the grown up Jesus when he is ready to start his three year public ministry.  

 

Though actually, this gospel doesn’t start with Jesus right away; it starts with John 

the Baptist whose job it is to prepare the way for Jesus.  

Isn’t that what Advent is about? During Advent we prepare for the coming 

of Jesus. We want to be alert and ready for the arrival of Jesus in the midst of our 

lives, just as Jesus arrived in the midst of the lives of people in the middle East 

2000 years ago.  

 

Would you mind hearing this Advent Bible passage once more? When Mark wrote 

it he knew that most of the people he initially wrote it for couldn’t read and would 

have it read to them instead. I notice that when our liturgist reads the scripture 

passage most of you do a nice job reading along – that is great. It makes my heart 

strangely warm actually, but today I’m wondering if we could listen to this passage 

once more without reading along. Let’s just do it like the first recipients of Mark’s 

gospel… 

 

Listen to reading of Vv1-8 

https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Mark+1%3A+1-8&version=NRSV#fen-NRSV-24214a
https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Mark+1%3A+1-8&version=NRSV#fen-NRSV-24221f
https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Mark+1%3A+1-8&version=NRSV#fen-NRSV-24221g
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2) 

John the Baptist’s job is to make the paths for Jesus straight...hm. Did you know 

that it is humanly impossible to walk in a straight line without help?  
(They’ve done studies on that: blindfold a person and tell her to walk straight from one point to 

another…doesn’t work! That’s true for swimming too by the way. If you want proof, all you have 

to do is show up for open swim at the Greenville Y on a Tuesday afternoon and you’ll see people 

who are attempting to swim straight laps but in reality are all over the place!) 

Jokes aside: humans can’t walk straight on their own – they need help. John the 

Baptist was that help in Jesus’ time – he wanted to make paths straight for the Lord 

so that people could come straight to the Lord - without any detours.  

 

This Advent season, what help do you feel you need to have a straight path to 

Jesus? What are the obstructions that you anticipate? 

 

Every year Advent seems to creep up on us: We’re just done Black Friday 

shopping, supporting Small Business Saturday, going wild on Cyber Monday, and 

trying to be generous on Giving Tuesday but then Advent comes around. Now we 

are invited to slow down, to change our behavior and to pay attention to the things 

God has in mind for us to celebrate Christ meaningfully. 

 

You know there are obstacles in the way to do exactly that. For some of us Advent 

is the most stressful time that makes us speed up life more than any other season.  

 

That doesn’t mean that we are bad people, it just means we are people, people who 

can’t make a straight path toward Jesus – people who need help. Are you open to 

get help? 

  

I think I need to be blunt. Can I be blunt with you?  

Don’t waste your time trying to slow down this Advent season and walk toward 

Christmas on a straight path – you’ll fail because humans can’t walk straight. We 

are prone to walk crooked if we don’t have something to fix our eyes and balance 

on. John the Baptist tells us what that looks like: 

 

3) 

“Prepare the way of the Lord, make his paths straight” he says. “How?” we ask. 

Here is what it said in our reading. John the Baptist was… 

 
“…proclaiming a baptism of repentance for the forgiveness of sins.” – V.4 

 

O how I wish his Advent instruction was easier. O how I wish it didn’t include two 

of the most distrusted words of the 21st century: “repentance and sin”!  

Though, it’s probably not even a 21st century issue. I think humankind has 

struggled with repentance and sin always – in the same way as humankind has 

struggled from the very beginning to be able to walk in a straight line. 
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Our lives are not straight lines. Our lives can be quite messy, take sudden turns, 

turns that we aren’t ready for. We try hard to be the best we can be only to find out 

that our best intentions didn’t lead to best results! We are not fully in love with our 

neighbors, we are not fully in love with the difficult members of our family – we 

just aren’t! But that doesn’t mean there is no hope for people like you and I. 

 

God invites us every day, not just during Advent, to do the thing we can’t do 

naturally: to live lives that are good, whole and in tune with our Maker. See, we 

can’t expect to walk on a straight path to Jesus if we want to walk that path on our 

own. Jesus is on that path with us and invites us to walk with him to him. That 

sounds contradictory, doesn’t it? Walking “with him, to him.” But that is what it 

means to be awaiting the already together.  

 

The Bible tells us that history has not only a beginning but also an end – that 

one day God will conclude history, will wipe every tear, will restore our lives 

to what they were meant to be from the beginning. We are invited to hope and 

to believe that one day we shall overcome and walk hand in hand with each 

other which we don’t seem to be capable of doing today. With the God of the 

Bible we are invited to hope and to expect that it is indeed possible that one 

day we will not be afraid, that we will be truly free and that we shall live in 

peace together. 

 

Yes, this we hope as followers of Jesus, this we await, and when we do it, it is 

already happening a little bit today. We are awaiting the already because Jesus is 

already here and enables us to walk hand in hand together today. If we are willing 

to take his hand first and don’t try to do it out of our own power because our own 

power doesn’t have it that we could walk perfectly. 

 

Therefore God invites us to be a repentant people, to be willing to change our mind 

on aspects of life. God invites us to be vessels through which his love can enter 

into human history. (deVega page 18) 

 

We are going to celebrate Holy Communion together in a moment and God will 

invite us to be repentant. But before we celebrate, can I ask you a personal 

question? 

What level of priority does Jesus have in your life? Please think about God’s 

role in your life and be willing to re-think it if necessary.  Please be willing to even 

think about the crookedness of your life-paths – not to be judgmental with yourself 

but to invite God to help you walk straight and march hand in hand with even the 

most uncomfortable person (toward the arrival of Jesus). This is how you walk 

straight lines on crooked paths, this is how you are awaiting the already. 

Amen. 


