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Preparing For Peace 
 
Mark 1:1-8 
 
At the outset of Mark’s Gospel we are given a wild image - a rough figure 
emerges from the scene unkempt and scraggly. His clothes are camel hair and 
leather. His diet - all organic. He has left civil society behind along with the 
preoccupations of power, wealth, and sophistication. If you’ve ever hiked the 
west coast trail, or been contracted to pick up Gary’s group of hikers after they’ve 
been away from civilization for a week, you might be able to picture the wildness 
and remember the smell of raw humanity! 
 
John “appears” in the wilderness like some unknown species that has just turned 
up. No one noticed before but all of a sudden a rock is turned over and out 
crawls this haggard prophet telling the people in the Judean countryside to be 
baptized in the Jordan. His baptism is calling people to come back to God’s ways 
and repent from their sins. We might imagine the people are ready and willing to 
commit themselves to God’s ways and have him forgive their sins. But, of course, 
we aren’t told how many were responding to this call. 
 
What we do know is that Judea and Jerusalem are under increasing pressure 
from the Romans. Israel continued to long for the peace of their land and to 
gather in the exiles that had been scattered through years of political unrest. And 
consider that Mark’s gospel is written sometime very close to the destruction of 
the Temple in Jerusalem in 70 CE by the Roman general Titus.  
 
In our lectionary journey leading up to Advent we have been following how God 
called his people and led them out of Egypt through the wilderness and into the 
Holy land. He established them as his people and called them to inhabit the land 
as people that were committed to living out the covenant that he made with them. 
But at the very beginning of the Gospel message we are faced with a stark 
reality: this land hasn’t been occupied by the twelve tribes of Israel for a very long 
time. 
 
This realization and the demand to respond and repent was repeatedly 
emphasized throughout the inter-testamental period. And so we read in Tobit 
13:5 “He will gather you from all the nations among whom you have been 
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scattered. If you turn to him with all your heart and with all your soul to do what is 
true before him, then he will turn to you and will no longer hide his face from 
you.” 
 
Just like Ezekiel declares that God will gather Israel from the countries where 
they had been scattered, Jewish writers after him continued to nurture the theme 
of the ingathering of exiles and the restoration of Israel. 
 
And, as we have also touched on through Jesus’ connection with Jeremiah, the 
bad shepherds have scattered the flock of Israel but the good shepherd will 
gather the flock out of all the lands and bring them back to their fold, and they 
shall be fruitful and multiply (Jer. 23:1-4). 
 
So let me paint the picture for you. Out of nowhere arises this man. He is 
unconventional, he doesn’t care what anyone thinks. He is obviously out to get 
attention - the way he is dressed and how he’s done his hair. He is keenly aware 
that the people are looking for renewal in their country and so he starts these 
rallies. Everyone is wearing MIGA hats (Make Israel Great Again) and no one is 
wearing masks. 
 
Okay maybe we’re overthinking it a little. If you have any questions about the 
sermon today Pastor Dave said he’s happy to field any questions you might have 
:) (neale.dave@gmail.com). 
 
But seriously, if we don’t understand the hopes and fears of all the years that the 
people of Mark’s gospel were actually thinking about and anticipating, we might 
miss the way in which Jesus Christ the son of God is good news to Mark’s 
readers. 
 
Mark frames this scene with the reading from Isaiah 40: “See, I am sending my 
messenger ahead of you, who will prepare your way; the voice of one crying out 
in the wilderness: Prepare the way of the Lord, make his paths straight.”  
 
We look to this wild man as God’s messenger who arises out of the desert 
wasteland and calls out to Prepare the way of the Lord.  
 
How do we prepare the way of the Lord? 
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How do we make his way straight? 
 
It seems that for John he saw the repenting from sins and baptism with water as 
signs that the people were turning their hearts back to God. He wanted them to 
prepare the way of the Lord by bringing themselves and their families back in line 
with the covenant promises that went beyond ritual and ceremonial practices 
which we might presume they were also performing in the Temple. No, he was 
calling them to something deeper. Something that went beyond religion and 
touched on the very core of their identity as Israelites. 
 
He was asking them to turn their hearts back to God and prepare the way by 
preparing themselves. 
 
Do you like to be prepared? I think when things go sideways, even the most 
adventurous of us are happy that we thought ahead and have done the work 
needed to prevent a crisis. Some of us might go to the extreme and try to bring 
the whole house with us when we go camping. And others of us, I include myself 
in this camp, have been known to have left key supplies behind like pots and 
pans for cooking, air mattresses, tents, tarps, ropes, and sometimes children. But 
not all on the same trip! 
 
At one point a fictitious manual for Peace Corp volunteers headed for South 

America was produced that offered advice on how to handle a chance encounter 

with an anaconda. This is the list of instructions under the heading "What to Do If 

Attacked by an Anaconda": 

1. If you're attacked by an anaconda, do not run; the snake is faster than 

you are. 

2. Lie flat on the ground. 

3. Put your arms tight at your sides and your legs tight against one 
another. 
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4. The snake will begin to climb over your body. 

5. Do not panic. 

6. The snake will begin to swallow you from the feet end. 

7. Step 6 will take a long time. 

8. After awhile, slowly and with as little movement as possible, reach down, 
take your knife, and very gently slide it into the snake's mouth. Then 
suddenly sever the snake's head. 

9. Be sure your knife is sharp. 

10. Be sure you have your knife. 

We like to be prepared for every situation we can but sometimes the preparation 
involves giving up ourselves to God in the situation so he can change our hearts. 
 
And as we anticipate Christmas is there a better message for us than, prepare 
the way? We prepare the way by preparing ourselves because isn’t that the way 
that Christ comes into this world - through our very hearts and lives. Like Mark 
says at the end of this passage, “I baptize you with water but he will baptize you 
with the Holy Spirit.” 
 
And so, we ask God to prepare us. To prepare our hearts. To change and 
transform our minds. And to guide us to his ways. 
 
And one other point that I think deserves some attention. If you read the readings 
this week you may have noticed that in the Gospel version of Isaiah we read: 
“...the voice of one crying out in the wilderness: ‘Prepare the way of the Lord, 
make his paths straight.”  
 
But in the same passage from Isaiah 40 we read: “the voice of one crying out, “In 
the wilderness prepare the way of the Lord. Make straight in the desert a 
highway for our God.” 
 
Now because we’ve been brought here by our readings we can easily imagine 
how this reading alludes to the Exodus, to wandering in the wilderness, and to 
God’s leading of Israel into the promised land.  
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There is something about the formative process of the wilderness experience 
that might be essential as we seek to be God’s people. 
I mean that’s why John is coming out of the desert. It’s in the wilderness that God 
has shaped him and refined him (though he doesn’t appear very refined), 
stripped from him all pretense and self-sufficiency. He understands that he 
completely relies on God for everything in his life! 
 
And it’s in the wilderness that God will call Jesus and prepare him for his 
ministry. 
 
In the wilderness prepare the way of the Lord. 
 
And here we are in our wilderness. Trying to navigate through one of the most 
challenging times we’ve ever seen. Trying to plan and prepare for a Christmas 
that can’t be planned for, even though some of you will try. 
Wandering through our own wilderness of uncertainty and isolation and 
wondering when God will sort it all out again. 
 
Some of you are wandering through a wilderness of doubt and wondering if God 
is even there. Some of you are wandering through a wilderness of pain and 
because of the physical and mental strain you’ve been under you are longing for 
relief. Some of you are wandering through a wilderness of loss and grief and 
wondering if the holes that are left in your life will ever be filled again. 
 
Can I encourage you this morning, along with Mark, that this wilderness might 
just be the beginning of the good news of Jesus Christ the son of God. 
 
And Finally, We know all is not as it should be and we long for God to intervene 
and set things right, 
 
But the voice of John rings out to us this morning. And if he is the wild one we 
picture him to be perhaps his voice should scare us:  
“In the wilderness prepare the way of the Lord.” 
“In the wilderness prepare the way of the Lord.” 
“In the wilderness prepare the way of the Lord.” 
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“Every valley shall be lifted up, and every mountain and hill be made low; the 
uneven ground shall become level, and the rough places a plain. Then the glory 
of the Lord shall be revealed, and all people shall see it together…” (Isaiah 
40:4-5b)  Amen. 


