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"Preparing the Way”
Malachi 3:1-4 & Luke 1:68-79
I spent Monday and Tuesday of last week preparing for a biopsy.  When I arrived at the clinic in Wailuku on Tuesday afternoon, my urologist asked me a few questions and during the course of our conversation he concluded that I had neglected to take one pill.  The procedure was canceled and we rescheduled the biopsy for Friday.
When I returned to the clinic on three days later, my urologist and his assistant began their preparations.  But after an initial attempt to begin the procedure, it was determined that it would need to be done surgically and that it would require that I be sedated.

So after two tries and several days of preparation it looks like the biopsy will need to be done after the first of the new year.  At that time I will undergo preparations for a third attempt.
I already know that some of the preparations will be different because the circumstances have changed.  I also know that what I am doing is essentially “preventative health care.”

It would seem that we all spend many moments in our lives preparing the way for one thing or another.  Preparations are a part of our lives every single day.  
So it is somewhat surprising that many of us confuse our preparations for Christmas with gifts and gift-giving; with Christmas carols and cards; with Christmas trees and decorations; with Christmas carols and Christmas plays.  Today is the second Sunday of Advent.  Advent is derived from the Latin word “coming” and indicates that this is a season of preparation that blends the news of Jesus’ coming into the world with the expectation of God’s coming realm.
Over the course of four weeks we will prepare ourselves for the celebration of the birth of Jesus and the coming realm of God by repenting and by purifying our worship.  It is then and only then, the prophet Malachi announces, that God will establish justice in the land.  

We have come to believe that Christmas occurs one day out of the year when in fact, the season of Christmas together with the season of Epiphany will last over sixty days.  I know that many of us find it is difficult to imagine spending the entire month of December preparing for Christmas.  
We worry that the emphasis upon repentance and purification is more “doom and gloom” than we need.  We ought to focus instead on the warmth and joy of the season.

After all. as early as October 1st Christmas decorations began appearing in shopping malls and stores all across Maui.  We barely had time to get through Halloween in late October. We basically ignored All Saints Day in early November and we managed to pause for a brief moment to enjoy Thanksgiving Day. 
If there is any doubt that Christmas has already arrived for many, we need only to look back on the Friday morning after Thanksgiving.  We have exchanged the call of the prophets like Malachi and others to prepare for repentance and the purification of our worship with the call of retailers to prepare for the biggest sale of consumer goods for the year.
Advent is not a time of consumption or even celebration.  I know we enjoy all the sights, sounds, and smells of Christmas and getting together with family and friends to celebrate the season with parties and banquets.   But the true joy of Christmas comes only after our preparation and waiting.  
Even before Jesus is born, another child is born to a priest named Zechariah. ( Luke 1:68-79)  Our reading from The Gospel According to Luke is about Zechariah’s blessing and about the preparation that began in anticipation of his own son’s birth.  When Zechariah responds in disbelief when the angel Gabriel announces that a child is to be born to his wife, Elizabeth, the angel renders him mute. (Luke 1:19-20)
When neighbors and relatives arrive at the home of Zechariah and Elizabeth they are prepared to name the child after his father, Zechariah.  But Elizabeth says, “No, he is to be called John.”

When they turn to Zechariah to see what he has to say, he asks for a writing table and wrote, “His name is John.”   And immediately Zechariah is able to talk again.

“What then will this child become?”  (Luke 1:66) many ask.  Zechariah responds with not only a blessing but a declaration.  Zechariah declares John will become a “light to those who sit in the shadow of death” (Isaiah 9:2).  He goes on to declare that John will announce the coming realm of God’s promised reign even as he prepares the way for Jesus.  

While our reading from the Bible speaks of John, the focus is on Jesus because we know John “will go before the Lord to prepare his ways.”  (Luke 1:76)  Zechariah’s blessing provides a summary of what John will do and what Jesus will do, drawing heavily on our reading from 
The Book of Malachi.   (Malachi 3:1-2, 4:5-6 & Isaiah 9:2, 42:7)

Malachi makes clear that God’s promised reign is a time when God will establish justice and punish those who oppress the weak – including hired workers, widows, orphans and foreigners.  We would like to think of ourselves as better than those to whom Malachi was speaking.
Yet we know that we would do well to look at ourselves more closely not only as individuals but as a people, as a nation.  Advent provides us with the opportunity for such a look.

What are we to say of the debate over the increase of the minimum wage for workers and to those who call for a living wage instead?  What are we to say of those who cite laws to declare that over 10 million foreigners are in the U.S. illegally and should be deported?  What are we to say of the poor among us – widows, children, and the elderly?   
What do we say to those who argue that social programs are a waste of our tax dollars when we continue to pour billions of dollars into a war that may ultimately cost us one trillion dollars?  What do we say to our men and women who return to us with catastrophic wounds both external and internal?  What do we say to those who ignore the needs of men and women who have been exposed to munitions made with depleted uranium or those who suffer post-traumatic stress syndrome?

Advent is a time for purification and repentance.  Our preparations require that we look at ourselves honestly and openly and seek ways to give an accounting of our care and compassion for others.  Advent is a time when “by the tender mercy of our God, the dawn from on high will break upon us once more to give light to those who sit in darkness and in the shadow of death, to guide our feet into the way of peace.”  (Luke 1:78-79)
May this season of Advent and the hope of Christmas bring peace and goodwill to us all.  Let this be our prayer.
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