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Sermon 11-30-2025
"Preparing for Jesus' arrival" – Rev. Markus Wegenast
Mark 1:1-8

1 The beginning of the good news[a] of Jesus Christ.[b]
2 As it is written in the prophet Isaiah,[c]
“See, I am sending my messenger ahead of you,[d]
    who will prepare your way,
3 the voice of one crying out in the wilderness:
    ‘Prepare the way of the Lord;
    make his paths straight,’ ”
4 so John the baptizer appeared[e] in the wilderness, proclaiming a baptism of repentance for the forgiveness of sins. 5 And the whole Judean region and all the people of Jerusalem were going out to him and were baptized by him in the River Jordan, confessing their sins. 6 Now John was clothed with camel’s hair, with a leather belt around his waist, and he ate locusts and wild honey. 7 He proclaimed, “The one who is more powerful than I is coming after me; I am not worthy to stoop down and untie the strap of his sandals. 8 I have baptized you with[f] water, but he will baptize you with[g] the Holy Spirit.”

1)
Welcome to the season of Advent. In Advent we are invited to expect and prepare for the arrival of Jesus – Advent means arrival or coming. Did you know that Advent is a church tradition that is over 15 hundred years old? Originally (4th – 6th century AD) it was a time when Christians focused on the second coming of Jesus and soon (6th/7th century AD) the focus of anticipating Christmas was added. Ever since Advent has had these two dimensions: Preparing for Jesus future second coming in glory, AND preparing for the celebration of Christ’s birth on Christmas.

The two dimensions of Advent:
1) Preparing for Jesus’ second coming
2) Preparing for Christmas

Did you also know that technically Advent in many Christian traditions is a period of fasting? Not many Christians do it – Christmas cookies are just too good!

What we do do however is prepare. Advent is a time of preparation. Or we could also say that Advent is a time of waiting. So can we just say the following:

Advent = a time to prepare/wait for Jesus

This covers both dimensions of Advent…

Now, if Advent is a time period of waiting I just need to ask you:
How are you doing when it comes to waiting? Are you a patient person? Is waiting easy or hard for you? Let me guess: it’s hard!

Do you too feel that waiting and being patient is becoming harder and harder the more we live into the 21st century?

Think about it: We no longer experience what it is like to live with questions and patiently wait to find out answers. The internet and especially AI technology gives us all the answers to all the questions we might have. AI technology even eliminates the need for doing research, all we have to do is ask the question and wait for AI to put the research neatly together for us. It will change the way we learn and it may not be so good.

We have already unlearned to wait in many other areas of life: Do you remember the time when you still had to wait a week until the pictures that you took on your camera needed to be developed? Do you remember what it was like when you had to wait until you’re home to place a phone call? Do you remember what it was like not to see a friend or family member for a long time before there was video chats?

Would you agree if I say that: 

As a society we are in the midst of unlearning on how to be patient and wait. 

At least in many areas of life. I’m not saying this to ring the alarm bells but I do find it’s fair to just point out this reality of our lives. 
There’s something else happening: We forget what it’s like to be bored! We create lifestyles that aim for instant gratification, and it messes with our ability to be patient and wait and be creative. Did you know that the best human creativity takes place when we are bored? Not many people have the pleasure to be bored anymore. If you find yourself being board this Advent season – take it as a welcome gift!

It’s hard to slow down and prepare when we unlearn how to wait. 

So what do we do to slow down? 
What can we do to learn and appreciate to wait and prepare?

2)
John the Baptist gives us some advice. Are you willing to take advice from a person who lived 2000 years ago, was not particularly scholarly educated, had pretty rough edges, and didn’t have the best diplomatic skills?

Here is what he says:
    ‘Prepare the way of the Lord; make his paths straight,’” – Mark 1:3b

First of all I think it’s fair to say that preparing does not necessarily suggest patience and slowing down, right? Preparing for something often rather makes us rushed. 
We are all so very familiar with what it means to make preparations for Christmas, they don’t have much to do with slowing down and waiting – they are about rushing, rushing, rushing. 

You know, it’s kind of ironic that I am talking to you about how to wait and be patient on a Sunday when we heard a scripture reading from the gospel of Mark. Mark is the most rushed gospel of all. Mark is famous for using the word “immediately” and goes from one event to the next in pretty rapid succession.

Yes, sure, John the Baptist’s call to prepare for Jesus can have a rushed element to it. But at the same time there’s another dimension of preparing, one that is indeed about slowing down and that is an important part of JB’s message: repentance.

I promise we will look into the whole business of making “paths straight” in a moment but for right now I want to focus on one of the key aspects of JB’s preaching: He wanted people to prepare for Jesus by repentance:

John the baptizer appeared[e] in the wilderness, proclaiming a baptism of repentance for the forgiveness of sins. – Mark 1:4

There is one thing you have to do in order to repent. Do you know what it is? 
You have to look back! Repentance means turning around from something you have done in the past or are still doing. Turning around, going in the opposite direction is the opposite of rushing into the future!

Calling for repentance is not an unusual message of JB. Jesus would say the exact same thing when he would start his ministry. So it must be important! 

When we repent it means we have to stop our rushing; we have to pause and reflect about our past or our present. You can’t repent in a rushed way, it always involves stopping and literally or figuratively turning around. And turning around, we all know that, is something that stalls the rushing forward movement of the direction we’re on. Does that make sense to you? That repentance is about slowing down?

Here, I want to give you a practical example from traffic. When you speed and a cop catches you, what happens? The cop will pull you over and stop your rushing. Right? It’s not a very pleasant experience but at the same time it might be necessary. If you were truly speeding you would probably show some remorse – aka repentance for what you did when you get pulled over. (We all know there is no point in fighting with a police officer when you get pulled over for speeding…!)

What could be your cop for advent that pulls you over to slow down? Can I give you a practical tool to slow down this season? It’s much more pleasant than actually getting pulled over by a patrol car.
A while ago I talked to you about the breath prayer or the Jesus prayer. Does that ring a bell at all?
The Breath/Jesus Prayer
“Lord Jesus Christ, son of God” – “Have mercy on me, a sinner.”
breathe in 					breathe out

I want to invite you to use this prayer as a means to slow you down this Advent season. It takes some effort – it’s not necessarily easy or a quick fix. You can compare it to exercising: You have to overcome yourself a bit to do it – but when you do, it really makes a difference and you’ll feel good.

I don’t know what you currently do in terms of your prayer life. Some of you have a substantial prayer life. If you do I want to invite you to add the Jesus prayer to it to slow you down. 
I don’t know about you, but when I pray, sometimes I’m very busy talking to God about all the things I feel like I need to bring across - especially when I pray for others, I feel like I’m in a rush to remember as many people as possible to lift up to God.
It can be very powerful to slow down your prayer by adding the Jesus prayer into your prayer sessions, especially when you add a pause after each time you pray it…

Some of you may feel that you don’t have a very developed prayer life currently. Maybe you are more the “cat-prayer/arrow prayer” type of person. Have you heard that expression before? It’s when you say short little prayers throughout the day, like “Lord, help me” or “Please bless my friend Jenny” etc.
There’s nothing wrong with that. But could you add the Jesus prayer to it as a means to slow you down and make your prayer experience more substantial?

Maybe you don’t have a prayer life at all right now and in that case I want to invite you: just pray the Jesus prayer. Set your cell phone to remind you once, twice or more a day to stop what you’re doing and pray (…). I believe it will make a difference for you.

The reason why I think that the Jesus prayer is particularly helpful in this Advent season is because it honor’s JB’s advice to repent (“have mercy on me, a sinner”). Repentance is what John the Baptist asked people to do to prepare for Jesus. His advice is still good 2000 years later!

3)
Now let’s move to the “straight paths” thing that I promised you we’d talk about…

    ‘Prepare the way of the Lord; make his paths straight,’” – Mark 1:3b

It’s kind of a curious image. What does it mean to make a path straight? I feel it connects beautifully with the call to repentance.
If repentance is stopping and turning around, then making a straight path is the new direction in which you are headed. You leave behind the crooked paths you were on and go straight for the new goal in your life. You anticipate the already as you move in the right direction. 

Many of us are reading the Advent book “Awaiting the Already” that goes along with our theme for Advent. If you don’t have a copy and don’t read along that is absolutely fine, you don’t have to read the book to get something out of this Advent season. But if you do have the book and have already read the first chapter you learned something very curious. 

For all of us who are not reading the book: Did you know that humans are incapable of walking straight when you’re blindfolded?

Weather you walk or you swim with your eyes closed, it’s not possible for you to go in a straight line, eventually and very soon you will deviate from your direction. Only if you have an aim to focus on will you be able to go straight. (I tested it!!)

Let’s translate this metaphor into your season of Advent:

How can you take off your blindfolds and aim straight for the right direction?

What paths are there in your life that need to be made straight? 

This is a question only you can answer. There is no judgment attached with this question. The only thing that is attached with this question is the love of God that wants the very best for you and goes along with you and encourages you. What paths in your life need correction and straightening?

Being rushed and busy and impatient and unable to wait is one of those crooked paths in our lives that need correction and straightening. But here is the thing: You won’t be able to straighten the crooked paths you’re on!!! Why? Because humans are incapable of walking a straight path when we don’t have an aim!

Make Jesus your aim!

Make Christ your focus and you’ll be able to do a holistic straightening in your life. You are not a hopeless case! Yes, it is hopeless to walk or swim straight when blindfolded, but if you have faith – even if it’s just a little faith – you have someone who takes your blindfold off and gives you something to focus on!

Follow Christ, take him by the hand. Pray, make prayer a part of your life this Advent season. If you pray much, add the Jesus prayer. If you pray little, add the Jesus prayer. If you don’t pray at all, start praying the Jesus prayer, God will use it.
4)
God loves you so very much. When we get a better glimpse and understanding of his love for us it changes how we live. It helps us to slow down where we need to slow down. It helps us to turn around where we need to turn around. It helps us to straighten what’s crooked where it’s needed.

May God’s love abound in your life and may you make the most out of this year’s Advent season. May you have wonderful moments with your God when you experience his love for you. May you be thoroughly transformed by the coming of the King who paid the price to fully redeem you and take you by the hand to live so that others will see who you belong to.

There is so much good that you can do in your family, in your neighborhood, in your school, in your workplace, or in your church. Don’t let the old December business get the best of you. 
Don’t let the holiday rush keep you from being the influence you can have. In the little things and maybe even in the big things.

Praise be to God who sent Jesus to help us slow down, repent and prepare for his arrival. Amen.
