
December 15, 2019 • Third Sunday of Advent  
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Sermon by Rev. Patricia Farris 
 
 

 
Isaiah 35:1-10 
The wilderness and the solitary place shall be glad for them; and the desert shall rejoice, and blossom as the rose. 
It shall blossom abundantly, and rejoice even with joy and singing: the glory of Lebanon shall be given unto it, the excellency of Carmel and Sharon, 
they shall see the glory of the Lord, and the excellency of our God. 
Strengthen ye the weak hands, and confirm the feeble knees. 
Say to them that are of a fearful heart, Be strong, fear not: behold, your God will come with vengeance, even God with a recompence; he will come and save you. Then the 
eyes of the blind shall be opened, and the ears of the deaf shall be unstopped. 
Then shall the lame man leap as an hart, and the tongue of the dumb sing: for in the wilderness shall waters break out, and streams in the desert. 
And the parched ground shall become a pool, and the thirsty land springs of water: in the habitation of dragons, where each lay, shall be grass with reeds and rushes. And an 
highway shall be there, and a way, and it shall be called The way of holiness; the unclean shall not pass over it; but it shall be for those: the wayfaring men, though fools, shall 
not err therein. No lion shall be there, nor any ravenous beast shall go up thereon, it shall not be found there; but the redeemed shall walk there: And the ransomed of 
the Lord shall return, and come to Zion with songs and everlasting joy upon their heads: they shall obtain joy and gladness, and sorrow and sighing shall flee away. 
 
Romans 13:1-12 
Now when John had heard in the prison the works of Christ, he sent two of his disciples, And said unto him, Art thou he that should come, or do we look for another? Jesus 
answered and said unto them, Go and shew John again those things which ye do hear and see: 
The blind receive their sight, and the lame walk, the lepers are cleansed, and the deaf hear, the dead are raised up, and the poor have the gospel preached to them. And 
blessed is he, whosoever shall not be offended in me. And as they departed, Jesus began to say unto the multitudes concerning John, What went ye out into the wilderness to 
see? A reed shaken with the wind? But what went ye out for to see? A man clothed in soft raiment? behold, they that wear soft clothing are in kings’ houses. But what went ye 
out for to see? A prophet? yea, I say unto you, and more than a prophet. For this is he, of whom it is written, Behold, I send my messenger before thy face, which shall prepare 
thy way before thee. Verily I say unto you, Among them that are born of women there hath not risen a greater than John the Baptist: notwithstanding he that is least in the 
kingdom of heaven is greater than he. 
 
It’s the Third Sunday of Advent.  We’ve leapt ahead in time.  John the Baptist, who just last week was out in the wilderness preaching and 
baptizing has now been put in prison for his radical message.  But, even there, he got word about all that Jesus was doing and he wanted to 
know if Jesus was the real deal, the long-awaited Messiah.  So he sent some of his disciples to see for themselves.  They find Jesus and ask:  
“Are you the one?  Or are we to wait for another?”  Jesus replies in this intriguing way:  “Go and tell John what you hear and see:  the blind 
receive their sight, the lame walk, the lepers are cleansed, the deaf hear, the dead are raised, and the poor have good news brought to 
them.” 
 
“Go and tell John what YOU hear and see.”  Pay attention.  Be astonished.  Tell about it. 
 
I’ve mentioned to you that sometimes I think God speaks to me, if I’m paying attention, through what I hear.  What I mean is that I believe that 
when God wants to get my attention, or communicate something to me, it doesn’t happen through hearing voices exactly or having a grand 
vision or even a prophetic dream.  It happens for me through music.  I’ll be busy doing something and lo and behold, if I’m paying attention, I’ll 
notice that a hymn or song is playing in my head. And more often than not, if I stop whatever I’m doing and pay attention, I’ll realize that God 
is sending me a message. 
 
It happened just this past week.  I’d been thinking about this sermon and what I might say about John and Jesus and how it all fit in with our 
Advent theme.  But then I got busy getting ready to go to a meeting and when I wasn’t consciously thinking about the sermon, I noticed the 
music in my head.  It was that song from “Godspell” which some of you are old enough to remember and others will know because our choir 
sings it sometimes.  “Prepare ye the way of the Lord….” 
 
ORGAN/CHOIR  “Prepare Ye the Way of the Lord…”   
 
Yeah—that’s it!  Prepare YE the way of the Lord.  What might God have been trying to tell me?  What did God want me to pay attention to 
in this story of John and Jesus? 
 
Jesus says to John’s disciples, in response to their questions about whether or not he was in fact the real Messiah, he says in effect:  pay 
attention.  Be astonished.  Tell about it.  He’s showing them their role in preparing the way of the Lord.  If you pay attention, he’s telling them, 
you’ll see that yes, I am the real Messiah.  You’ll see the evidence all around you.  If you’re paying attention, you’ll be astonished to realize 
that the impact of my ministry, my teaching, my healing is to accomplish the very things of which the prophets spoke.  “The blind receive their 
sight, the lame walk, the lepers are cleansed, the deaf hear, the dead are raised, and the poor have good news brought to them.” 
 
Now, over the centuries, we’ve come to understand John the Baptist as the one preparing the way of the Lord through his teaching and calling 
to repentance and baptizing.  But now we also see that Jesus is recruiting more people than just John alone into this critically important work of 
preparing the way.  You folks who are disciples of John, Jesus implies, you yourselves share this important task with John.  Prepare YE the way 
of the Lord. You!  You yourselves!  Prepare YE the way of the Lord. 
 
I imagine that those folks who were John’s disciples could never have imagined themselves in that role, carrying that responsibility right along 
with John.  Who me? They surely asked themselves.  I’m just an ordinary person.  I don’t have any special powers of prophesy or persuasion.  I 
don’t have the gift of healing.  I’m scared to stand up in front of a crowd and say anything let alone preach good news.  Who me?  I’m just an 
ordinary person.  I live an ordinary life.  I don’t see myself equipped to do great things, history-changing things, life-transforming things.   
 
Yet, isn’t the Scripture calling us all?  All us ordinary people?  Prepare YE the way of the Lord. 
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What if we’re ALL called to take a part in preparing the way?  What if all of us, ordinary people just like those disciples of John, just like 
Joseph and Mary and the shepherds—all ordinary people themselves…what if we’re ALL called to take a part in preparing the way of the 
Lord, the way of truth and righteousness, the way of justice and peace?   
 
Wow.  You’re probably thinking:  who, me?  I’m no saint, God knows.  I’m no prophet, you might be saying to yourself.  I’m no preacher.  I’m an 
ordinary person living a pretty ordinary life.  How in the world do I go about preparing the way of the Lord? 
 
The poet Mary Oliver gives us all a place to start.  Pay attention, she writes. Pay attention.  Be astonished.  Tell about it. 
 
Maybe later today or during this upcoming week you might start pondering how this could work in YOUR ordinary life with the ordinary 
people you know.  For example:  how about if someone starts talking about how bad things are in the world right now and, instead of nodding 
and concurring, you tell about something GOOD that’s going on.  Something you heard about, know about.  You’ll want to have a few good 
news stories at the ready.  So pay attention and be ready to tell about it. 
 
Or what about if someone starts talking about how awful it is that people just can’t seem to communicate with one another these days, that 
they just seem to shut others out and talk right past one another…what about if you have a story to tell about how people can learn to listen 
and get along.  I mean, for example, right here in this congregation, we may and do have different ideas about all kinds of things and if you 
put us together on a TV talk show we might just talk right past one another.  And yet, do we here not see and know that we can come together 
around all kinds of things….bringing food for the Westside Food Bank each week, supporting Angel Tree and Alternative Christmas?  Can we 
not come together to sing and pray and worship and share a meal? 
 
Get it?  Pay attention to ordinary things happening all around you all the time.  I bet you’ll hear and see things that astonish you if you think 
about it for a moment and then you’ll be ready to tell someone about how very wonderful it is. 
 
Or how about, for example, when the conversation turns to the huge challenge of homelessness in our communities?  How about instead of 
shaking your head and concluding that nothing seems to be working, how about if instead you tell someone about Upward Bound House?  Tell 
them that since its beginning right here in our church, some 1400 families have been served?  2600 kids no longer live on the streets or sleep in 
their cars?  98% are still in permanent housing a year after they graduate from the program?  It’s astonishing what one very effective 
program can do.  Tell someone about it. 
 
Prepare YE the way of the Lord.  As Jesus said:  go and tell what YOU hear and see.   
“The blind receive their sight, the lame walk, the lepers are cleansed, the deaf hear, the dead are raised, and the poor have good news 
brought to them.” 
 
These are just a few examples to prime the pump.  You’ll think of more.  Read a book to a child.  Call someone up to cheer them up, or better 
yet, stop by and say “hello” in person. If you’re paying attention, you will find, in the course of your week, opportunities to share good news. 
 
The Messiah comes to fulfill the law and the prophets.  The Messiah comes, and is working even now, to make real the promise of which Isaiah 
spoke: 
 
Strengthen the weak hands, 
    and make firm the feeble knees. 
 Say to those who are of a fearful heart, 
    Be strong, do not fear! 
 
the eyes of the blind shall be opened, 
    and the ears of the deaf unstopped; 
then the lame shall leap like a deer, 
    and the tongue of the speechless sing for joy. 
 
A highway shall be there, 
    and it shall be called the Holy Way; 
 
…the redeemed shall walk there. 
 …everlasting joy shall be upon their heads; 
    they shall obtain joy and gladness, 
    and sorrow and sighing shall flee away… 
 
May God give us ears to hear and eyes to see.  May God fill us with stories to share, stories of promise and hope.  Stories that empower and 
lift up.  Stories that set our feet on a new path.  May we be among those preparing the way of the Lord. 
 
 
 
Notes: 
 
Mary Oliver. “Sometimes.”  In Red Bird, Beacon Press, 2008. 
 


