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“Preparing the Way” 
A Sermon Preached by Frank Mansell III 
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Advent II – December 5, 2021 

 
Luke 3: 1-6 
 
 Maybe you were like our family and you spent some time traveling on highways 
over Thanksgiving.  We spent a lot of time in the car over six days, but it was well worth it 
to spend time with family and friends in West Virginia and Indiana.  I hope you had similar 
experiences with those you love over Thanksgiving – it certainly had a deeper meaning 
and feel after what we all lived through one year ago in isolation and separation from 
each other. 
 Growing up in West Virginia, I learned to drive on roads that were not straight!  To 
get anywhere in a state that is full of mountains, the roads primarily follow the terrain.  
However, to make interstates or other highways, mountain sides are removed, and 
bridges are built to span valleys and gorges.  There is a part of the West Virginia Turnpike 
south of Charleston where the original two-lane highway passed through a tunnel in the 
mountain and then across a bridge over a deep valley.  To make the highway an 
interstate, they made a huge cut in the mountain beside the tunnel, and then placed all 
that earth in the deep valley beside the bridge.  Anytime I drive through my home state – 
and especially through that part of the interstate – I cannot help but think of the words of 
the prophet: “Every valley shall be filled, and every mountain and hill shall be made low” 
(Isaiah 40:4). 
 As we enter the Season of Advent, we’re all traveling on the road to Bethlehem.  
It’s a road that we’ve traveled before, but the road may look different from year-to-year.  
One year the road may be fairly smooth and straight, with little stress and great 
anticipation.  The next year the road may be especially bumpy and crooked, with much 
uncertainty and great anxiety about what’s around the next turn.  Advent comes each 
year, but we can travel many different roads in our life to meet God face-to-face in 
Bethlehem. 
 One person who is always a part of this journey to Bethlehem every year is John 
the Baptist.  We find him in all four gospels, and each liturgical year, John is there in the 
wilderness.  Why do we have to hear John the Baptist preach before we can welcome the 
Christ child on Christmas?  There is a popular saying that you can’t get to Easter Sunday 
without going through Good Friday.  To parallel that phrase, why can’t we get to 
Christmas Day without going through the wilderness and John the Baptist? 
 Maybe it has something to do with helping us to make our paths straight and 
smooth out our rough places.  As we talked about in our Bible study on Tuesday, Advent 
is not just about getting our decorations out for Christmas.  At its center, Advent is about 
getting our whole selves ready: body, mind, heart, and soul.  And in John we hear the 
vision which the prophet Isaiah spoke of: “Prepare the way of the Lord – make his paths 
straight.”  John is God’s messenger to the people, and to us, that the one who is being 
sent is like no other, and it will require much of any who wish to follow. 
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 Kathy Beach-Verhey writes: Advent is a season of preparation.  At home people 
are cleaning, getting out their Christmas decorations, purchasing a tree, baking, hosting 
and attending parties, and simply getting ready for Christmas.  But into our Advent “busy-
ness” each year enters John the Baptist.  He interrupts our schedules and demands that 
preparations of a different kind be made.  John demands that we get ready for Jesus.  In 
the style of Old Testament prophets before him, John challenges Advent people with a 
message of personal and corporate self-examination.  Advent, John reminds us, is a time 
to prepare to welcome Jesus and not simply our invited Christmas houseguests. 
 John’s challenge is to repent and prepare.  True repentance (metanoia in Greek) 
means literally, to change one’s mind, turn around, reorient oneself.  John calls all people 
to turn to God and from sin, to seek God’s forgiveness, and to prepare the way of the Lord.  
God sent the message to John, not in Rome, not in Jerusalem, but out in the wilderness.  
Not the seat of political or religious power, but the wilderness, the often scary and 
confusing place where God had spoken to God’s people in the past and through which God 
had led God’s people to a new and promised life.  Our repentance, our turning around, will 
likely involve us looking at the structures and the systems and the people of the world 
around us in new and different ways (Feasting on the Word, Year C, Volume 1, Westminster/John Knox Press, 
Louisville, © 2009: 47-49). 

 The word “repent” has many negative connotations today.  Perhaps that is the 
result of Bible-thumping, fundamentalist religion.  In the context of today’s passage, 
however, it is important to reclaim the theological meaning of this crucial biblical word: to 
turn away from sin, to turn toward God, and to reorient our lives with God at our center. 
 This invitation to repent is not about legalism; at its core, repentance is about 
forgiveness and grace.  John Calvin exhorted the church to hear the gospel in John the 
Baptist’s call to repentance, rather than the law.  In Calvin’s words: “For John does not 
say, ‘Repent ye, and in this way the kingdom of heaven will afterwards be at hand;’ but 
first brings forward the grace of God, and then exhorts (all) to repent.  Hence it is evident, 
that the foundation of repentance is the mercy of God, by which he restores the lost” 
(Commentary on a Harmony of the Evangelists (1558), vol. 1, on Matthew 3:1-6). 

 Where is grace in repentance?  It is finding the forgiveness only God can give.  The 
word translated “forgiveness” comes from a word in Greek which means “to let go.”  
When we turn toward God, we are turning toward the only one who has the authority 
and power to let go of our sins, our pain, our burdens.  When we receive forgiveness, the 
one whom we have hurt has let go of the pain we caused him or her.  When we forgive 
another, we are willing to let go of the past pain, and to live into a new light together.  
This is what God has done in Jesus Christ for us.  This is one way we are called to prepare 
earnestly and faithfully this Advent for God’s Son. 
 How straight or crooked are our roads?  How smooth or rough are our paths?  
What makes our roads uneven and crooked?  Fear?  Sin?  Guilt?  Brokenness?  Do we 
believe our journey will get easier by holding onto everything from our past?  Or do we 
believe that to travel the road to grace, we must be willing to let go of our past, and turn 
our lives over to God?  How are we called to a baptism of repentance for the forgiveness 
of sins – as individuals, as the church, as followers of Jesus Christ? 
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 Over Thanksgiving, did you have any awkward family dinner conversations?  You 
know, those great topics of politics, cultural issues, masks?  I was fortunate to not have 
any of those awkward conversations – probably because we kept the gatherings limited 
to more immediate family!  But I was blessed by a table conversation which spoke to me 
especially as it relates to how we are called to prepare the way for Jesus as a community 
which proclaims to be his followers. 
 The night after Thanksgiving, I sat at the table with Debbie’s brother, Jeff, and his 
youngest son, our nephew, Miles.  Jeff is a ruling elder at First Presbyterian Church in 
Bloomington, Indiana, and is currently a member of the pastor nominating committee as 
they search for a new senior pastor.  Miles is a senior at Depauw University and will be 
pursuing jobs in public policy think-tanks in the Washington, D.C., area after graduation.  
Miles also runs cross country and track for Depauw, and I am always amazed by how 
much he can eat in one sitting! 
 Anyway, during our conversation, we started talking about the church and its 
future.  Jeff asked Miles, once he gets settled into a new place after graduation, what it 
would take for him to consider visiting or entering a church.  Miles said it would have to 
be a place that shares his passions and interests – protection of the environment, 
eradicating systemic racism and poverty, being welcoming and inclusive to all.  Otherwise, 
because his time is so valuable, he’ll find other groups or social networks to connect to 
that value what he values. 
 If the church is to be relevant, much less thriving, in the next 5-10 years, we must 
listen to the voices of our youth and young adults, and not let them be drowned out by 
the voices of complacency and fear.  I have never heard a church say they don’t want to 
grow in numbers – that is universal, I believe.  But when we say that, do we really 
understand what comes with such growth?  It means being open to the Spirit’s 
movement, wherever it may lead us, and hearing new ideas from new voices not as 
threats but as invitations by God into new life.  It means letting go of what has weighed us 
down, and reorienting ourselves to the mission God is calling us to.  It means 
acknowledging where we have fallen short and sinned, seeking forgiveness, and living out 
our faith in the light of that grace.   
 John the Baptist calls us to travel a road to grace this Advent Season.  It is a road 
filled with choices we must make.  Which way will we turn: away from God, or toward 
God?  As we seek to reorient ourselves toward God, may we receive the gift of grace and 
forgiveness our God gives us, “so that all flesh shall the see the salvation of God.” 

Thanks be to God.  Amen. 


