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Traveling Advent to Epiphany:  
Roadside Assistance 
 
You could miss it, the word of God that comes to John 
(the Baptist) son of Zechariah. The word is a holy 
revelation embedded deep within multiple layers of 
context—political, familial and prophetic. Before the word 
can come to John, evangelist Luke paints an imperial 
picture, calls the gubernatorial roll, measures the 
landscape by regional rulers, accounts for the faithful by 
naming their high priests, and tells us who John’s father is. 
 
Luke wants us to know he knows who manned the land, 
and when. These many centuries later, you and I could 
be forgiven for not caring much about Luke’s antique 
litany of politicos. But in the very midst of the list, 
wedged between the once-mute Zechariah and Isaiah the 
herald, it comes: the word of God, to a lone mystic in no 
man’s land. 
 
The terrain is wild, ungovernable and harsh. The same 
may be said of John, himself, far from family, palace and 
temple. In the wilderness, beyond the reach of patrilineal 
clan and provincial bigshots, John can finally hear himself 
pray. 
 
The voice that speaks is not his own. 
 
Linger right here, in the Judean badlands, before John 
embarks on his historic Jordan River-region hortatory 
tour. Ask yourself: To whose voice, by the way, have I 
been listening? 
 
If you could pull off the road for a time, take a breather on 
the shoulder and stare at an unobstructed horizon, would 
you bother? Would you dare? If there were an empty 
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space for you akin to John’s wilderness, severe and 
unpeopled, just plain, would you take a detour to get there? 
And power off all your devices? 
 
After Luke drops the requisite names, John recapitulates 
Isaiah’s summons (as it is written in the book of the words 
of the prophet). Isaiah’s ancient bellow still packs power to 
hush our mouths and raze our big ideas: The voice of one 
crying out in the wilderness: “Prepare the way of the 
Lord, make his paths straight. 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; and all flesh shall see the salvation of God.” 
 
All flesh includes the rough and crooked likes of you and 
me. When I’m finished with these words, I had better take 
Isaiah’s to heart, and practice, not merely preach, his 
message. My task and yours this Advent is to let a single 
voice, not our own, have its fierce, clarion say. It speaks to 
us as it penetrates all flesh, all ears. Our discipline this 
season—harder than it sounds— is to listen, our proud 
fortifications laid waste, our unprotected selves exposed 
and receptive. 
 
What will it mean this 
Advent for our highs 
to be lowered, our 
depths raised up, our 
edges sanded smooth? 
What will we lose 
when the promised 
Lord saves us? We are 
sure to be amended 
and mended. The 
question is: will we 
run toward or away from the change? Will we collaborate 
in our transformation by choice, as John would have us 
do? Or, by God, will we have to be pursued and overtaken, 
wiped-out and road-rashed out of our old skin and into a 
raw, renovated life? Either way, one day, we will surely be 
made new. 
 
This day, the Lord’s way is ours to prepare, the Lord’s 
paths ours to clear. Turn down the talk radio. Attune 
yourself to greater news. God’s word—of amnesty and 
deliverance for all flesh—is not only John’s to hear. How 
will you, how will I, answer its announcer? 
 

~ Rachel M Subras, Patheos 
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Reflecting on the Word 
 

____1st Reading: Malachi 3:1-4 
 

Malachi means “my messenger.”  The identity of the 
messenger is left ambiguous. In Jesus’ time “the 
messenger” becomes identified with John the Baptist. 
Whoever he is, the message is good news: a promise from 
God that the Lord is coming. How is this good news?  
The people in Malachi’s time have grown complacent 
after being back home from Babylon for a time. The 
people in John the Baptist’s time have likewise become 
spiritually complacent.  Malachi’s bad news is that, in 
order to become “holy,” or “righteous”, extreme heat and 
strong lye are required to burn and wash away 
accumulated spiritual impurities. In other words, 
repentance and change. Do you believe this to be true?  
These passages come full circle, returning to Malachi’s 
good news. God loves us. God will forgive us. It will be 
good, because God is in control.  How and where do you 
experience the good news of God’s promises fulfilled, 
regardless of our human fears and foibles?  Yucaipa United 
Methodist  

 
____Psalm Reading: Luke 1:68-79  

How would you define authentic joy? How is it different 
than happiness? Can you recall a time when you were 
joyful, even though you weren’t all that happy? What are 
some of the things in life that steal our joy? What is the 
significance of each statement in Elizabeth’s greeting to 
Mary? How did Mary respond to her greeting?  What 
reason did Mary give for her joy? What attributes of God 
did Mary include in her song? How does reflecting on 
God’s attributes affect the way you worship? Why did 
God choose to bless Mary? Why would God choose to 
bless you and me?  What similarities do you see between 
Zechariah’s song of praise and Mary’s? What are the key 
differences? Who was Zechariah’s prophecy about? What 
would this person accomplish? What did Zechariah 
prophesy about his own son? What was to be John the 
Baptist’s mission in life?  What are specific reasons Jesus 
is a source of joy for you?  Long Hollow Baptist Church 

____3rd Reading: Philippians 1:3-11 
 

Besides members of your family, who are you most 
thankful for?  What about them makes you thankful?  
What one word comes to mind when you think of them?  
Why is Paul thankful for the Philippians?  Sometimes 
memories cause us to think back about people we are 
thankful for. For Paul, to remember, was to pray. How can 
you transform your memories into prayers? Who has been 
most influential in your spiritual life?  Paul is experiencing 
hardship as he writes from prison. What do you notice 
about his prayer?  Is there anyone in your life who you 
would consider a partner in the gospel?  How can Paul be 
confident or convinced that God will continue to work in 
the Philippians’ lives?  What is the “day of Christ” that is 
mentioned in vs. 6? Why is it significant?  Do Paul’s 
circumstances affect his deep feelings for those who share 
in God’s grace with him?  What are three things you can 
do to build the kind of life that will ensure someone saying 
ten years from now, “I thank my God when I remember 
you”?  Eagle Christian Church 

 
____4th Reading: Luke 3:1-6 

 
This passage and the images would be familiar to John’s 
audience. Why do you think John chose to use Isaiah’s 
words instead of using his own?  Isaiah’s images paint a 
beautiful picture. Look for a moment at this prophecy 
(verses 5-6) as literal – the real moving of mountains and 
roads. What is coming that needs preparation? What 
changes need to be made? Who is to make those changes?  
Like last week’s passage, this prophecy speaks into three 
time periods – Isaiah’s time, John’s time, and our time.  
Think about the time period in which Isaiah spoke the 
original prophecy. What did the people need, and what 
obstacles did they face? What promise of hope did God 
offer through Isaiah? What human response was required? 
What about the time period of John the Baptist?  Finally, 
how can this passage speak to us today?  What does the 
world need today, and what obstacles prevent it? What 
promise of hope does God offer? What human response is 
required?  Faith Element 

Lord, how long will it be?   How long, Lord, will you 
forget us?  How long will you turn your face away 
from us?  When will you look upon us and hear 
us?  When will you enlighten our eyes and show us 
your face?  When will you give yourself back to us? 
…  Teach me to seek you, and when I seek you show 
yourself to me, for I cannot seek you unless you teach 
me, nor can I find you unless you show yourself to 
me.  Let me seek you in desiring you and desire you in 
seeking you, find you in loving you and love you in 
finding you. 
 
-Anselm of Canterbury 1033-1109. Proslogion. 
Via Suzanne Guthrie, At the Edge of Enclosure 

Praying Toward Sunday 

Loving God,  
be to us as a bulldozer of the spirit. 
Clear your road in us; 
clear a path through the detritus of possessions and 
obsessions. 
Thrust aside our divided aims and devious games. 
Topple the ramparts of pride and the doubts that deride. 
Make a highway on which Christ may come 
and take possession of the whole territory of our 
being.   
To the glory of your name we pray.  Amen! 

~ Bruce Prewer 
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