
Advent 2, 2017 Isaiah 40, Mk 1, Roads 

 Both our lesson from Isaiah and from Mark this morning involve talk of roads in the wilderness 

and of road preparation.  This led me to think about some of the roads I have traveled in the wilderness, 

both the wondrous and the alarming, and sometimes the same road was both.  In particular I thought of 

a road out in the Red Lodge, Montana area, in the Bear Tooth Mountain region.  Phil and I drove this 

road about 10 years ago, a road simply called the Luther-Roscoe road, as it connected the town of 

Luther to the town of Roscoe.  Not a bad system for naming wilderness roads, actually.   We had been 

assured this road would take us through spectacular scenery and it did; alpine meadows, crystal blue 

lakes, snow capped mountains, the works!  These were among the most stunning natural views we’d 

ever seen, in fact.  It was also the worst road we’d ever traveled.  It was a dirt road, full of holes and 

dips, and it both swerved to left and right, and it plunged up and down hills without warning.  My 

husband loved every minute of it!  He was channeling his inner little boy.  I, on the other hand, was 

channeling my inner fears, and varied between gasps of amazement at the views and gasps of horror at 

the winding road.  I have rarely appreciated the importance of a level, straight, well prepared road to 

the extent that I did when we finished our scenic drive.  I’m sure most of you can relate!  Taking in 

wilderness beauty often involves traveling rough roads, and it’s worth it.  But, when you want to get 

somewhere, there’s nothing like a well paved, straight, level roadway in front of you.  Preferably free of 

snow or ice, and not under construction.  

 At least in our times, we have the capacity to level ground, to blast through mountains, to put 

down asphalt, and so on.  Obviously in ancient times, this was not the case.  To build and maintain any 

kind of system of roads in ancient days was a herculean task. Whether they traveled on foot, on animal, 

or using a simple chariot or  wagon, our ancestors even more than we ourselves understood the value of 

a good road.  Especially in the wilderness, and most of the area in ancient times was wilderness.  



Certainly the roadways in both of our lessons were roads in the wilderness.  For all the times we find 

ourselves, literally or metaphorically, in the wilderness, these are timely words.  

  Let’s look at our lesson from Isaiah 40 for a moment.  This chapter of Isaiah is pure 

poetry and sheer magic.  It begins with words of comfort---“Comfort, O Comfort my people.”  This is 

comfort aimed at Jews living in exile in Babylon.  When this poetry was written, they had not yet left 

Babylon to return to Jerusalem, although that would soon come about.  They needed words of comfort 

and encouragement, and that is what God provides them, through the lyricism of Isaiah’s verses.  Our 

lesson begins with comfort and ends with an image of God as Good shepherd, an image we find in the 

psalms, like Psalm 23, and in the Gospel of John in the New Testament, where it applies to Christ.  Here 

in Isaiah, we are told that God will feed his flock like a shepherd, carry the little lambs and gently lead 

the pregnant mother sheep.  And in between these tender and comforting images, we find the talk of 

road conditions of verses 3-5.   

 Let’s ask a few basic questions.  Where is this road?  We don’t know for sure, except that it is in 

the wilderness.  Vs. 3 reads, “In the wilderness prepare the way of the Lord.”  So, this is no city highway, 

no I-35.  This is more like the Gunflint Trail, perhaps, or highway 1 that leads into Ely.  This is a road that 

isn’t necessarily heavily traveled, where there are few or no convenience stores with gas stations, where 

cell phone reception is nil.  This is a road in a wilderness.  Perhaps Isaiah had in mind a road through the 

desert wilderness that stretched between Babylon, where the exiles were forced to live, and Jerusalem, 

where they longed to return.  The road is not only in the wilderness, but it’s a hostile wilderness and 

rough road to travel or build.   You’ve got to deal with curves, hills, dips.  Think of how Scenic Highway 

61 had to be constructed through the Silver Creek cliffs, with tunnels that had to dynamited to allow for 

its correct course.  Think of highway 1 into Ely, if you’ve ever driven it, so full of curves and twists that 

you generally are a little green around the gills by the time you get to Ely.  It’s not always that easy to 



build roads, though we take them for granted.  Arduous toil is sometimes necessary to construct a 

straight, level highway.   

 The obvious but helpful analogy is for us to consider our own lives in terms of road work.  How is 

the terrain in our lives?  Smooth and level?  Or twisted and rocky?  Is the highway between God and 

ourselves frequently traveled, in good working order, and straight?  Or is it rough, in ill repair, and badly 

in need of some patching?  The good news in these verses is that it is in the wilderness that the road is 

prepared.  That’s good news because it acknowledges that God meets us exactly where we often find 

ourselves—in the wilderness, lacking  a cell phone signal, too dark to read a map, and frankly lost and 

worried.  On the edges of things, in the difficult places, outside the comfortable boundaries,  that’s 

where the highway is prepared for God to meet us.  If you reflect on your own life experience,  you  may 

discover that some of your more intense spiritual experiences of God’s presence have been in 

wilderness type times.  Times of grief or sickness or fear; strangely, these are sometimes the places in 

our life’s journey where we become most aware of God’s strong arms holding us up.  The highway is 

constructed in the wilderness. So if that’s where you feel that you are about now, take heart; God is 

there, too. 

 Having recognized where the roadwork is being done, the next question is to ask, “why?”  Why 

is this road being built at all?  What does this road connect, where does it lead?  The answer is in verse 

5.  After the highway is made straight and the hills leveled and the valleys lifted up, “Then,” we read, 

“then the glory of the Lord shall be revealed, and all people shall see it together, for the mouth of the 

Lord has spoken.”   So this highway is needed to provide connection between people and the Lord, 

between ourselves and God.  Specifically, what will come barreling down the roadway towards us?  

Nothing short of this: “the glory of the Lord”.  The glory of the Lord shall be seen on that roadway.  And 

this time of year, of all times, is when we speak or sing of the Lord’s glory more than at any other time.   



“Gloria in excelsis deo” we sing, or “Glory to God on high”.  But, what actually is the glory of the Lord?  Is 

it a light show, a fireworks display, a brass ensemble of angels on the wing? Not exactly sure?  That’s 

fine, as I’m about to tell you!   

 The Hebrew word for the “glory of the Lord”  is “shekina”.    Probably most of the people you 

know don’t know that, so you can now say to people, “I’m really experiencing shekina this Christmas”, 

and they won’t have a clue.  You could also say, “I hope your Christmas is filled with shekina”, because 

wouldn’t we wish that everyone we know and love could experience the glory of the Lord,  the 

“shekina”?  This word is used in numerous places throughout the Scriptures.    We hear of shekinah in 

the Exodus story, where God leads the people of Israel out of Egypt through the desert by a pillar of fire 

by night and a pillar of cloud by day.  That pillar of cloud and fire, God’s presence with the people, was 

described as “shekinah.’  When the Temple is built, about 200 years after the Exodus, God’s presence 

within the Temple, particularly with in the Holy of Holies within the Temple, was again described as 

shekinah, the glory of the Lord.  Fast forward to the New Testament about 1000 years later, and what is 

it that some shepherds experience while watching their flock by night in a field near Bethlehem?  We 

read in Luke 2, “Behold n angle of the lord appeared, and the glory of the Lord—she shekinah—shone 

round about them, and they were sore afraid.”  The writer of John, the most mystical of the 4 Gospels, 

also refers to that shekinah, the glory of God’s presence, when he wrote, “The Word became flesh and 

dwelt among us, and we beheld His glory—His shekinah.”  So, the glory of the Lord, this Shekina, the 

presence of God, is found throughout scriptures, and that is what is coming towards us on that road in  

the wilderness:  the glory of the lord.  The shekinah.  It is God’s presence, experienced in cloud and fire, 

in the holiness of sacred buildings, in angelic manifestations that terrify, and in a wee baby lying in a 

cow’s feeding bin.  Nothing less than the glory of the lord, the shekinah, is coming our way down that 

highway in the wilderness.  No wonder we are urged to prepare the roadway!   



 I don’t know if the stereotype is true, but if we picture the people who build roads, construct 

highways, and do the heavy lifting using big machinery as well as their own strength, we might tend to 

picture rather rough hewn, plain spoken kind of people.  I still remember the colorful language used by a 

construction worker towards my husband some years back, when he attempted to drive around the 

construction area rather than take the appointed detour.  That man actually provides an apt image for 

John the Baptist, whom we encounter in our lesson from Mark this morning.  He is the one in this lesson 

who acts as the road builder, and he is nothing if not colorful in his language and plain spoken in his 

general approach to things.  If his fellow prophet, Isaiah, was something of a scholar and poet, John the 

Baptizer is much more the fiery evangelist, not afraid to speak his mind and not shy about using fire and 

brimstone, although he doesn’t get that far yet in today’s lesson.  In this lesson John appears in the 

wilderness, on that road, and he acts as the voice crying out, “Prepare the way of the Lord, make his 

roads straight.”  He dressed and ate in the manner of a religious zealot, and he proclaimed a baptism of 

repentance for the forgiveness of sins.  In our lesson he makes reference to Christ, who will follow John, 

and who will baptize with the Holy Spirit of God rather than with water.  John the Baptizer knows that 

the glory of God is coming.  But he is far more interested in the road work that will allow that coming 

than he is interested in previewing the glory on the way.  He urges us to repent, to change our ways, and 

to look for and to extend, the forgiveness of sins. 

 This is interesting advice when it comes to preparation.  We know about preparation, right?  

Many tasks or events in this world just do not happen without adequate preparation.  You don’t try to 

build something without first gathering tools and wood and hardware.  You don’t sew a quilt without 

first having a sewing machine and material and equipment.  Big events, like a wedding for example, 

don’t happen without preparation and planning.  We know this.  Many of this community have prepared 

practically all year for the magical Julebyen  that just took place last weekend. It didn’t just happen; it 



involved preparation.  And now, most of us are likely in preparation mode for Christmas, one way or 

another.   

 Certainly my household has been involved in Christmas preparation.  But admittedly, my 

preparation has focused on putting up Christmas decorations, getting the tree up, getting Christmas 

cards ready to mail, buying gifts.  There’s so much to do in most of our preparatory work, that it’s easy 

to forget to stop doing and start thinking, reflecting, feeling, praying.  John urges us to repent, which is 

another word for change.  John urges us to be open to changing our ways, our minds, our attitudes.  He 

also suggests that change frequently involves forgiveness.  Forgiveness between God and ourselves, 

certainly.  But at least as importantly, forgiveness amongst ourselves, for God’s sake.  Might it not be 

true that the only reason that construction workers on a team, or a group of quilters, or a community 

putting together a Julebyen accomplish their task without mayhem breaking out is that one way or 

another, forgiveness is practiced among them?  It’s very difficult for any group of humans to do anything 

together without aggression flaring, if forgiveness cannot be practiced.  And the very ease with which 

our world is triggered into every which variety of aggression, violence, anger, and abuse is very evident 

proof that forgiveness is not practiced nearly enough.  The capacity to forgive is a direct reflection of 

one’s own experience of the grace of God, the glory of the Lord, the shekina, if you like.  Once we find 

ourselves in the embrace of a gracious Lord, the grace infects even us, and we begin to extend the same 

graciousness towards others.  This is the change, the repentance, that John the Baptizer urges us to 

adopt.  And so along with the busyness this season generates, we would be wise to do some deeper 

reflection—about our relationships with God and with each other.  About our openness to change, our 

openness to receive the grace of God, our capacity to extend that grace to others as forgiveness.  This 

doesn’t seem like the kind of activity that could level mountains and lift up valleys to create a straight 

road.  But it is.  Forgiveness may well be the most powerful force in this world.  It can straighten out 



crooked roads. And down that road, coming our way, ready or not, is the glory of the Lord, the shekina 

of God.  

 Nothing stops the glory of the Lord from being revealed; God’s shekina will come whether or not 

we do much construction on our particular stretch of road.  But as throughout Advent, we are wise toto 

pay attention---to the quality of our roadways and our relationships.  We are wise to be watchful, alert, 

and aware of this coming glory of God. Because sometimes it’s big, like a pillar of fire or cloud; but 

sometimes it’s humble and understated, like one more baby born into poverty in an occupied country 

2000 years ago.  Whether we see a single star in the dark sky or a skyful of angelic beauty, the glory of 

the Lord is coming.  And it comes to us.   Amen.  


