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Malachi 3:1-4 

    See, I am sending my messenger to prepare the way before me, and the Lord whom you seek will suddenly come to his temple. The messenger of the covenant in whom you delight--indeed, he is coming, says the Lord of hosts. [2] But who can endure the day of his coming, and who can stand when he appears?

    For he is like a refiner's fire and like fullers' soap; [3] he will sit as a refiner and purifier of silver, and he will purify the descendants of Levi and refine them like gold and silver, until they present offerings to the Lord in righteousness. [4] Then the offering of Judah and Jerusalem will be pleasing to the Lord as in the days of old and as in former years. 

Philippians 1:3-11 

    I thank my God every time I remember you, [4] constantly praying with joy in every one of my prayers for all of you, [5] because of your sharing in the gospel from the first day until now. [6] I am confident of this, that the one who began a good work among you will bring it to completion by the day of Jesus Christ. [7] It is right for me to think this way about all of you, because you hold me in your heart, for all of you share in God's grace with me, both in my imprisonment and in the defense and confirmation of the gospel. [8] For God is my witness, how I long for all of you with the compassion of Christ Jesus. [9] And this is my prayer, that your love may overflow more and more with knowledge and full insight [10] to help you to determine what is best, so that in the day of Christ you may be pure and blameless, [11] having produced the harvest of righteousness that comes through Jesus Christ for the glory and praise of God. 

Luke 3:1-6 

    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, [2] during the high priesthood of Annas and Caiaphas, the word of God came to John son of Zechariah in the wilderness. [3] He went into all the region around the Jordan, proclaiming a baptism of repentance for the forgiveness of sins, [4] as it is written in the book of the words of the prophet Isaiah,

    "The voice of one crying out in the wilderness:

    'Prepare the way of the Lord,

        make his paths straight. 

    [5] Every valley shall be filled,

        and every mountain and hill shall be made low,

    and the crooked shall be made straight,

        and the rough ways made smooth; 

    [6] and all flesh shall see the salvation of God.' " 

Get Ready


I don’t know about you, but the call to “get ready” is one of the most stressful ones I’m aware of. It doesn’t seem to matter what we’re getting ready for, it always seems to involve a great deal of pressure to get things done in a short amount of time.  Whether it’s getting ready for a test in school, which causes us to read and study at a rapid pace, hoping to cram as much as possible into our heads before the exam; or getting ready for company, which causes us to clean the house, prepare the food, set the table, and on and on; or simply getting ready for the day, whether it be for work or school, or even church on Sunday, when we have to get everyone up, showered, dressed, fed, and out the door with coat, hats and mittens, all before we end up being late. Getting ready is stressful.


Getting ready is a basic theme of this Advent season.  In one way, we are preparing for the Christmas holiday, and getting ready means all the shopping, baking, cleaning, and other stressful preparations that we can make ourselves crazy with.  We are also, however, getting ready for something even more important, the coming of our Lord.  This is what is pointed to in this morning’s gospel lesson, in which we hear again those familiar words from the prophet Isaiah, “The voice of one crying out in the wilderness: ‘Prepare the way of the Lord, make his paths straight.’”  This is also a stressful call, as it moved the people of Jerusalem to go out to the Jordan River and get baptized by John, repenting for their sins.


The coming of the Lord can also be quite stressful for us, as we know we’re supposed to get ready, but we may not be sure how, and we certainly don’t know when.  We have some vague idea that it means getting right with God, or, as Paul writes to the Philippians, “that your love may overflow more and more with knowledge and full insight to help you determine what is best, so that in the day of Christ you may be pure and blameless, having produced the harvest of righteousness that comes through Jesus Christ for the glory and praise of God.”  We also know that this day of Christ can come at any time.  As Malachi writes, “the Lord whom you seek will suddenly come to his temple.”  Malachi also reminds us that this day of the Lord’s coming will not be all sweetness and light:  “But who can endure the day of his coming, and who can stand when he appears?” So, scripture tells us that this day of the Lord is filled with uncertainty, both in what it entails and when it will arrive, so we must be in a perpetual state of readiness.  


Think of it.  That’s like not knowing when your teacher will spring a surprise, and not just a pop quiz, but the final exam, so every day you have to be ready for the test.  Or it’s like not knowing when Christmas is going to fall, and we have to wait for a proclamation from the governor or the president, and one day we will wake up and find out that today is Christmas, and those who are ready can celebrate, and those who aren’t, miss out.  It’s stressful enough when we know the date of these coming events; just imagine how stressful it would be to never know when they would come or what they would bring.


Something tells me this is not exactly the message we like hearing at this time of year.  Something tells me that, with war and uncertainties across the world and in our homes, we are all well aware that we live in stressful times.  Something tells me that we are much more interested in hearing warm messages of comfort, joy, love, peace and hope at the coming of a tiny infant, not the disconcerting messages of judgment and fear at the coming of a demanding God. And yet, something also tells me that there is something to this call of John the Baptist, encouraging us all to prepare the way of the Lord, and to get ready for his coming whenever that happens and whatever that brings. 


I think back to my days as a high school athlete, and I believe that something I learned in those settings can help us here.  I was taught what was called in those days the “ready position,” and it was the same basic stance in basketball, football, and baseball, the sports I played, but I’m sure it works in other sports, as well. To be in the ready position, one had to stand like this, with the feet at shoulder width, one foot slightly in front of the other, knees bent, weight forward on the balls of the feet, hands up, and eyes focused on the ball or the player in front of you.  It was, basically, a defensive posture, and if you were in the ready position, you would be able to move right, left, forward or back, jump up or bend down, responding to whatever the player you were guarding or the ball you were fielding did. The most important part of the ready position is up here, in your mind. To be completely ready, one must block out everything that might be a distraction.  How your uniform looked, who was in the stands watching you, what you were going to be doing after the game, anything that could take your attention off of what was happening right in front of you, block it out, and keep focused on the task at hand.


There is, I believe, a spiritual ready position that we are called to be about this Advent season and always, for that matter.  We need to be ready and focused on whatever God has in store for us.  And let’s face it:  God is not just coming at some distant date at the end of time, God is coming to us all the time, God’s voice is speaking to us every day, and God is calling us to respond right here, and right now.  God speaks to us in the voices of the poor, the marginalized, and all those who hunger and thirst for justice and equity to reign.  God comes to us in the cries of those whose hearts are heavy with grief and pain as they mourn the loss of life or the death of relationships.  God reaches out to us in the longings of all those who are searching for a place where they can be welcomed and loved and accepted for who they are.  


There is no question that God is acting and speaking to us all the time; the only question is, are we ready to respond? Are we ready to not only receive the message of love and joy and hope that comes to us through the incarnation of our Lord, but are we ready to share that love and that joy and that hope in all the dark and difficult places from which our Lord calls out to us now? This is one of the more amazing truths of the incarnation that we are preparing to celebrate: that God is not only present for us in Christ; God is also present in us for others. 


So, let’s get ready.  Let’s clear away from our lives all that would distract us from the central message of the gospel; let’s open our ears and our minds and our hearts and our lives in response to all who need God’s grace; let’s get ready to be the people that God has created us to be.  Thanks be to God.  Amen.

