
Advent is a time of preparing.  Waiting.  Anticipating.  Readying.  Advent marks the beginning of the church year, giving us time to build up to the celebration of Christ’s birth.  In this time of Advent, we find ourselves following traditions and cycles – systematically lighting another candle each week, marking particular weekends with concerts or celebrations or gatherings.  It can be a time of habit, of doing what we always do, of standing while the season washes over us once again.


I would like to propose that it’s meant to be more than that.  It certainly is a season of waiting, a time filled with its own rhythm, but it’s also more than that.  It’s not just a time for waiting, it’s a time for doing.  Last week’s gospel told us to “stand up and raise your heads… be on guard”.  We were reminded of the need to simply wait and watch.  We lit the candle of the Advent wreath symbolizing hope, reminding us that we wait for things yet to come.  But today, there comes a change.  Today, we move from waiting to doing.  
The admonition to start shaking things up comes in the person of John the Baptist, that revolutionary and wild character.  Unlike other gospel stories, Luke keeps the story of John the Baptist pretty simple.  There’s no hair shirt, no eating locusts with honey in the book of Luke.  Luke puts John in the context of a surrounding time and place and leaves him there, letting his words speak enough about him.  And John’s cry in the wilderness do indeed tell us a great deal.  They speak to us here and now about what we can do in this place, even as we wait.  And, in the interest of preaching a good, Lutheran, 3-point sermon I will tell you in advance that there are three things that the story of John the Baptist tells us to do by way of preparing the way of the Lord.  Those things are repentance, leveling the road, and helping all flesh to know the salvation of God. 
Let’s start with repentance.  John moves all around the region, proclaiming a baptism of repentance for the forgiveness of sins.  I’m caught by that word: repentance.  When John preached repentance, what did that mean?  Did he try to guilt them into feeling sorry?  Did he want to shake his finger at them and let them know they were naughty?  Did people simply feeling penitent achieve John’s goal?  Certainly, being sorrowful or remorseful is part of repentance.  But repentance is also more than that.

After all, it was a baptism of repentance for forgiveness.  In other words, there was action involved.  For John the Baptist, it meant baptism – people were washed in the water to indicate the washing of their sins, and it did something.  We too are called to do something with our repentance.  If we leave it at feeling bad, we’re hardly preparing the way of the Lord.  
We prepare the way of the Lord when we live out our repentance.  Just as those penitent before John had to do something – get baptized – so we are called to do something.  When we repent, we need to do something about it.  Get out.  Make amends.  Act on your conscience.  Make a change in your life and in the life of others so that there will be no next time when it comes to feeling sorry.  Repentance means stopping, turning around, and taking a new path.  You return to the way of the Lord.
And that way needs making.  John uses dramatic images to proclaim the preparation of the Lord’s way.  Mountains are leveled, valleys are built up, kinks are pulled straight, and bumps are smashed smooth.  It is dramatic and epic in scale.  It implies that the coming of the Lord is no small thing – it means some serious work gets done in advance. So if we have already done the work of repentance, feeling sorry and making amends, what comes next?  We prepare the way of the Lord.  

There is work to be done, in your heart, in your life, in your neighbor’s life, in the world around you – and you are being called to roll up your sleeves and level some mountains, here.  We are workers for the kingdom, and that means actually getting out there and serving.  We prepare the way of the Lord when we volunteer our time in service.  We prepare the way of the Lord when we give of ourselves and our possession to those who are needy.  We prepare the way of the Lord when we dedicate ourselves to study of scripture and prayer.  This is grand, earth-shaking work – and you, in this time of preparation, are being called to do it.

And as we do it – as we get to work in this world, serving our neighbor, learning about our faith, giving of our time and talents, making God’s kingdom a better place – we find ourselves doing one more thing in this Advent season.  We find ourselves showing the salvation of God to all people.  It’s inevitable.  As we change our hearts and minds in repentance and change the world around us in service to God and neighbor, we declare with confidence that we are people of faith.  We boldly live out the conviction that our Lord is coming, is indeed already here, and he has made our lives so good.
This is the work of proclamation, and this work is ultimately ours.  Take another look at the words of Luke: “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, 2during the high priesthood of Annas and Caiaphas, the word of God came to John son of Zechariah in the wilderness.”  All these important people… and then John, stumbling out of the wilderness.  If you think you’re not good enough to declare the faith, think of John.  If the word of God can come to some guy hanging out in the middle of nowhere, the word of God comes to you, too.  The word of God is yours to proclaim, to preach, to share with confidence.
And so, as Advent advances, it is not enough to wait.  It is time to do.  Repent of your sins and change your ways.  Get out into the world and work, making a better place for us all.  And finally, let God’s word work on you until you can’t keep silent, celebrating and proclaiming to all the gift of Jesus Christ.  May the call of John the Baptist ring in our hearts, calling us to not only wait, but to do something.  Amen.

