2 Advent, Dec. 7, 2014; Isaiah 40:1-11; Ps 85; 2 Peter 3:8-15; Mark 1:1-8; Rev Mary Trainor

There I was going around and around in the roundabout. This past Tuesday, I had a clergy meeting in Green Bay - and as usual when one drives in Green Bay nowadays, I went through many traffic circles.  Traffic circles are supposed to make our lives easier, to regulate the traffic in a better way.  But there I was, wondering if I would ever get out of this traffic circle successfully!  I knew where I needed to go, but how to get there seemed a mystery while in the middle of the roundabout, with trucks and cars tightly moving next to me. On another traffic circle, I took the wrong exit and had to go down the road, make a U-turn, and reenter the it again to get to the correct exit. Our lives are kind of like road journeys -- where we can end up going around in circles, or take the wrong road and get lost, and end up being led astray. Sometimes things get rough; pot holes and accidents happen. Today's Scripture readings speak to the paths we take in life, the path towards our Savior.  We are in a time when many people ask, "Why go to church? What is the value of going to church?" The answer to this question is clearly found in today's bible passages: "Church can help you get on the right path for your life."  

In our Old Testament reading, God speaks through the prophet Isaiah to the people who are returning from exile in Babylon. They are told that the Lord will comfort them and make their path, "straight ...a highway for our God. 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. Then the glory of the Lord shall be revealed."  Oh my, this was wonderful news for them - and it is for us today too: that God is present to level out the rough places, and make the path straight, that God provides comfort along the way. The key to these things happening is trust: to build a trust relationship with God through prayer, worship, study. The nature of this trust relationship is for us to allow ourselves to be led by the Good Shepherd, Jesus.  As Isaiah said, "the word of our God will stand forever....He will feed his flock like a shepherd; he will gather the lambs in his arms." God's care for us is tender, complete.  We soon will sing two hymns about God as our Shepherd; the words of these hymns speak to our journey.  One of those hymns, #664, My Shepherd Will Supply My Need, says: "He ...leads me, for his mercy's sake, in paths of truth and grace." Today's Psalm, Psalm 85:13 echoes this. We read:  God's "peace shall be a pathway for...feet." We are not alone as we navigate through the traffic circles of life; the God of peace guides us, leads us, loves us.

Our Gospel lesson begins with this, "The beginning of the good news of Jesus Christ, the Son of God."  This passage is the beginning of the whole Gospel of Mark, which tells the story of how Jesus brought the good news of salvation to us.  It is interesting to see that Mark's Gospel does not begin with Jesus' birth, as Luke and Matthew do, but rather with John the Baptist. Why is this?  Because John the Baptist was a messenger from God who prepared the pathway for Jesus, the Messiah -- John helped usher in the beginning of Jesus' adult ministry on earth.  John was the one prophesied by Isaiah:  "the voice of one crying out in the wilderness: prepare the way of the Lord, make his paths straight." John the Baptist's role can be seen as him holding up a stop sign to them and to us on our life journeys.  They were to stop, and then enter into the "baptism of repentance for the forgiveness of sins;" take the right road. Repentance is turning away from sin and towards God, towards the Redeemer, Jesus. 

This is truly good news, for this message of salvation through Jesus Christ is for all of us - not just a few of us. As St. Peter put it in today's Epistle, "The Lord is...not wanting any to perish, but all to come to repentance."  The church is not for a few privileged people; it is for ALL.  We are in a culture that categorizes people as insiders and outsiders, as "us" and "them." Many people today do not see themselves as invited, as wanted by God, as ever to be insiders in a church. Nowadays in the popular culture, I have read that many see the church as a place where they will be judged, not a home where they will be welcomed and inspired. They therefore pick the route on their life path based upon the incorrect assumption that they can't take this path towards Christ. But, "The Lord is...not wanting any to perish, but all to come to repentance."  We are all invited and loved by God, and church is THE place to learn about this Perfect Love.
We began today with the opening prayer (at the top of your bulletin insert) in which we prayed, "Give us grace to heed the warnings...and forsake our sins, that we may greet with joy the coming of Jesus Christ our Redeemer."  Hmmm... heed the warning signs along the way.  God leads us on the path but oh my, we can ignore the warning signs. True story: A number of years ago in a posh apartment building along the coast in Mississippi, a group of people were having a "hurricane party" in the face of a approaching storm, Camille. In the midst of their party, the police chief pulled up and warned all the people in the building saying, "You all need to clear out of here as quickly as you can. The storm's getting worse." The people at the party just laughed at the chief's order to leave. "This is my land," one of them yelled back. "If you want me off, you'll have to arrest me." The chief didn't arrest anyone, but he wasn't able to persuade them to leave either. They had been warned, but they had no intention of leaving. It was 10:15 p.m. when the front wall of the storm came ashore, with wind speed at 205 miles per hour. Waves were up to 28 feet high.  After the hurricane, rescuers found that nothing was left of that apartment building where the people were partying.  They all perished.

John the Baptist warns us to prepare and get on the right path. Church is our place to learn about God, to grow in our faith. Listen and respond to God's invitation, pay attention to the signs, and chose the pathway of salvation. 

On p. 309 of the BCP there is a prayer that the bishop says for confirmands that captures the message of today, us on the right path with God's help. Let us pray this together now: Almighty God, we thank you that by the death and resurrection of your Son Jesus Christ you have overcome sin and brought us to yourself, and that by the sealing of your Holy Spirit you have bound us to your service. Renew in these your servants the covenant you made with them at their Baptism. Send them forth in the power of that Spirit to perform the service you set before them; through Jesus Christ your Son our Lord, who lives and reigns with you and the Holy Spirit, one God, now and for ever. Amen.  
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