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Mark 1:1-8 
Prepare the Way 

 

We come to Advent amidst a worsening pandemic 

that has complicated all of our lives.  We are busy caregiving, adapting, 

distancing, and we are weary, fearful and grieving.  Long ago, the prophet 

Isaiah spoke to the Israelites in exile. They were separated from their beloved 

people, land, and temple. They understood God had lived in the temple, which 

now lay in ruins.  So now where was God?  And could God hear them when 

they cried and prayed, could anyone?   

In the midst of exile, Isaiah heard God say the tender words, “Comfort, O 

comfort my people,’. . . In the wilderness prepare the way of the Lord, make 

straight in the dessert a highway for our God.  Fear not . .. herald of good 

tidings, of good news.”  The literal translation of good news, “Your God is here.”   

 Centuries later, John the Baptist intentionally journeyed into the 

wilderness, knowing who he would find there—those running away or being 

cast away. For Mark, the gospel begins with John coming to those who are 
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weary, and fearful and uncertain.  John brought down the barriers of 

separation and raised people up, proclaiming the good news, “God is with you, 

God is here.”  He embodied holy comfort and tenderness.   

 And John invited people to repent, to return, to be connected once 

again—to God, to themselves, to their neighbor.  He told them he wasn’t the 

only one coming. Jesus would be there soon.  As John baptized them with 

water, he explained Jesus would baptize them with the Holy Spirit. John 

brought the good news. “You are seen.  You are heard.  You are embraced in 

love.  And you will be filled with God’s own presence.” 

 Mary Donavan Turner says that the Hebrew understanding of salvation 

is tied to other words meaning “spacious” and ‘wide’.  In Exodus 15, when the 

Israelites faced the Red Sea on one side, and Pharoah on the other, the people 

were afraid and cried out.  God created space by parting the waters. “Thus the 

Lord saved Israel that day.” (v.30)   In the wilderness all seems lost, God sees, 

God hears, and God opens space to begin again. 

 Michele Harper grew up in a home that was not safe because her father 

was violent, and she was often scared and on alert there.  She remembers 

when she first saw another way was possible. As a young teenager she went to 

visit the emergency room department.  She saw people came in, hurt, battered, 

just looking for shelter, --like a homeless man looking for respite from the 

elements, like a little girl just needing her boo-boo stitched up, a man coming 

in coding and EMS working on him, pumping on his chest.  All kinds of people 
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met there, looking for some kind of healing.  And often, many of them found it.  

That homeless man had an hour or two to rest, that little girl skipped out with 

her faither.  The family with the man coding, she doesn’t know if he made it or 

not, but somehow in that space his family would have to find a way forward 

with or without him.  When she saw that there are these spaces of potential 

and hope, she knew she wanted to offer that kind of supportive space.  Michele 

Harper is an Emergency Room doctor for this reason.   She finds the greatest 

gift she gives is to bring her inner peace and her full attention to listen, to see, 

and to understand her own pain and that which people bring to her.   Doing so 

opens space in which people can breathe, and rest, and begin again.  And the 

illnesses and inequities, heightened with the pandemic, stay with her and 

propel her to advocacy.i  She inspires me, as a modern-day prophet Isaiah and 

John the Baptist.  Her intentional presence gives space where the broken and 

battered are seen, heard, and comforted.  And like Isaiah and John, she calls 

out destructive systems and barriers.  Isaiah, John and Michele show us God’s 

dream --for the wilderness space to also be a saving space.   

In recent days Pope Francis wrote, “If we are to come out of this crisis 

less selfish than when we went in, we have to let ourselves be touched by 

others’ pain.”  Pope Francis invites us not only to organize to resist the virus, 

but also the hidden pandemics of hunger, violence, and climate change. 

Quoting Friedrich Ho ̈lderlin, he added “Where the danger is, also grows the 

saving power.”ii   
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And so, how meaningful this Advent, to span the barriers in this 

wilderness with digital highways of texts, calls, and worship videos.  Together 

while apart, we sing God’s praise, lift our lamentations, and listen to God’s 

word.  We are fed by God’s own presence in the Holy sacrament.  Like the 

prophet Isaiah, John the Baptist and the ER doctor Michele Harper, we say yes 

to God. We open space within us, that God fills with comfort, peace, and and 

strength.  We also become places in the wilderness where God dwells, and 

feeds, and saves.  Prepare ye the way.   

 
                                                           
i
 Everything Happens with Kate Bowler: “Michele Harper: Beauty in the Breaking,” 
https://katebowler.com/podcasts/ 

ii Pope Francis: A Crisis Reveals What Is in Our Hearts, The New York Times, November 26, 2020. 

 
 


