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I think that all cultures and communities have  some seminal moments that stand as landmarks in their time-line.  All other events are located in time by their relationship to this moment.  We talk about American culture as being either before or after World War Two.  For my generation, the death of JFK or MLK are such landmarks.  Certainly for all Americans and probably most of the western world, September 11, 2001 is a break in our timeline.

Christians would certainly mark time as before or after Jesus’ birth, death, resurrection and ascension.  Some of us would see the rise of Christianity as a state religion in the 4th century, the reformation and (if they’re Anglicans) the split between England and Rome.  Some of us here mark time as before or after the “new prayer book” which is now 30 years old.

Jews also have these seminal moments.  Two of the most important seminal events are the exodus from Egypt and the Exile to Assyria and Babylon.  In modern times, of course the holocaust and the founding of the state of Israel are such moments.

The exile is so important because it signified the end of temple worship.  It destroyed a national identity.  It was seen as an act by God because of Israel and Judah’s unfaithfulness.

The book of Isaiah is an interesting read.  Most scholars say that Isaiah was actually written by at least 3 or 4 different authors at 3 or 4 distinct times in the history of the Jews.  The portion we read today is the beginning of what is called Second Isaiah and it seems to have been written when Cyrus the Persian had conquered Babylon and was sending the captives from several different cultures home.

In this writing, the author is speaking about the migration back to Israel.  He equates the return to Israel with God moving into their homeland.  He cries out to make everything flat and straight so that the return, the fulfilling of God’s promise can take place with no obstacles.
Later writers would tell about the rebuilding of Jerusalem and the second temple.  They would write about the wonders of being home.  They would also write about the disappointment to find that those Jews that were not relocated to Assyria or Babylon were different.  Their religious views were different.  Their seminal moments were different.  The ones who stayed, the Samarians of later fame, practiced a different form of worship.  They just weren’t the Jews they remembered.

They would also learn that the return to their land didn’t free them from God’s judgment and wrath.  They found that the promised land wasn’t quite the milk and honey they expected.  There are many scholars who say that in reality, the true exile has not fully occurred yet.  Israel is certainly not safe on its God-promised land.  They still face enemies.  There are still those who do not worship or even seem to believe in the God of Abraham, Isaac and Joseph.

The cry of Isaiah to prepare the way for the Lord to come would probably reinforce the idea that for the Jews, the exile, the distancing from God, was not completely over.

I don’t think this was a new idea at all.  John hade grown up a Jew.  He could look around and see that they were still in a sort of exile in place.  They weren’t free.  There was still blaspheme and pagan worship going on.  The religious elite were corrupt and often did the bidding of the foreign oppressors.
Mark knew his Isaiah.  He took the very words of the prophet knowing that the people would recognize them and be reminded not only of the exile, but of their continuing exile.  They would have hoped for a straight path leading to their true return as the chosen people of God, living freely on the land promised to Abraham.

For John and Mark, the exile had ended in the coming of Jesus.  The temple (which was torn down by the Romans shortly before Mark probably wrote this Gospel down) was no longer the seat of God.  Freedom didn’t mean the Romans out and a theocracy lead by the corrupt temple priests.

All of the promises made by God and shared by the prophets had come true in the person of Jesus.  John warned the people that in the same way their ancestors had to get ready to leave Babylon, this generation needed to prepare for the kingdom of God, the end of exile and isolation, the new Jerusalem whose center would not be the Temple, rather Jesus, the Son of God.

Sadly, the people then, and the people from then to now have not fully prepared the way, and therefore, we are not completely free from our exile.  True, we don’t have a distinct corporate memory of a time when we were ushered out of the promised land and most of us don’t long for a physical homeland.
No, our exile isn’t to a different place.  We were not marched to a distant and foreign land.  But we are in exile nonetheless.  If we are citizens of the Kingdom of God, then spiritually, we have been taken, often by our own actions, into a distant and vastly different place.  Just as the Judeans found Babylon strange, so to would we find our current culture vastly different from the culture of the Kingdom.  Of course, we’ve never lived in the Kingdom of God, so we are more like the Jews born in captivity and exile.  We hear the stories.  We dream, perhaps even romanticize the place from which we were snatched.  

We’ve become comfortable in this strange land.  We’ve conformed to the culture of the land.  We find ourselves a part of a world in which greed, self-centeredness, ignorance, hatred and cynicism reign. And in spite of warnings from prophets, such as John the Baptist and more modern prophets like MLK, Dietrich Bonhoefer, and the silent young man standing in Tiananmen square holding back a tank with nothing but his own courage and a single flower, we don’t change.
We don’t listen to the cries of the prophet.  We rely on our own will, our own strength to survive life in an strange land.  Now, it’s true that we hear so many voices claiming to be speaking on behalf of God that it is hard to know which to listen to.
That’s why John the Baptizer is so important.  As is Isaiah, Amos, Micah and so many other biblical witnesses.  Sure they spoke in a distant time and in a vastly different culture, but their message is timeless.  Beating swords into ploughshares, doing justice, loving mercy and walking humbly with our God  is just as important today as it was in the 6th century BC. 

Yes, John was proclaiming the coming of Jesus Christ in the context of first century Palestine.  He used familiar language tying this event to the seminal moment in Jewish history.  But is just as important a message now as it was then.

We are still in exile.  Our oppressors are identified in our baptismal liturgy.  Satan and the spiritual forces of wickedness that rebel against God; the evil powers of this world which corrupt and destroy the creatures of God; sinful desires that draw us from the love of God.  In older language, the world, the flesh and the devil.  It is their land in which we live.  It is in their culture in which we try to worship God.  It is they who hold us back from returning to the land god has promised us, that New Jerusalem under the gracious rule of Jesus, the King.

We live in a place so different than the Kingdom that we don’t even know how to begin.  Isaiah and John both tell us.  We, us, individually and as the Church, need to do all in our power and with the help of God, knock down the mountains of deceit, fill in the valleys of sin and despair.  We need to straighten out the highway of lies and self-centeredness.  Once we have made the road flat and straight, then we are able to meet God on the road and he will lead us into the promised land.

A voice cries out.  Prepare the way of the Lord.  

