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Second Sunday in Advent • December 9, 2018 
Baruch 5:1-9 •  Luke 1:68-79  •  Philippians 1:3-11  •  Luke 3:1-6 

  
The season of Advent is, in theory, a season for waiting. In practice, not so much. For many 

of us, Advent has become a month-long Christmas celebration. Before the Thanksgiving turkey is 
put away, we are in full on Christmas mode. And when Christmas morning itself comes, we’ve 
mostly moved on to the next thing. By the time the magi finally make it to Bethlehem on Epiphany, 
there are few people still around to greet them. 

So I was more than a little intrigued when I was in line at the grocery store last week and saw 
a lifestyle magazine, the type with Instagram-worthy photos of all the latest trends, with a cover that 
read, “Choosing to Live in Hopeful Expectation.” And I thought to myself Well, that’s funny. Because 
that just sounds like Advent, and Advent isn’t exactly trendy. It turns out, the whole magazine was about 
how to take the spirituality of Advent and apply it to your life. Some of the ways you could reclaim 
Advent were almost comical, including recipes that take a long time to make and are “worth the 
wait.” But particularly revealing was the editor’s note, which said the issue was an attempt to “look 
at the season of advent (sic) as a mindset, and how it gently reminds us to look past our immediate 
circumstances to something bigger.” 

Try telling that to John the Baptist. Not exactly one for gentle reminders. No, John is for 
“every valley shall by filled, and every mountain and hill shall be made low.” And John is not a voice 
in the wilderness that suggests, “Prepare ye the way of something bigger.” If you want a gentle 
reminder who will remind you of something bigger, best look elsewhere.  

We are so familiar with John the Baptist, so used to him popping up every Advent, that it’s 
easy to forget about how unusual he was. The world had never seen anything quite like John before. 
His combination of ascetic living, public demand for repentance from all people, and institution of 
washing not as a sign of ritual purity, but as an expression of your decision to welcome the kingdom 
of God into the world, was unprecedented. The New Testament scholar Walter Wink once 
described John as a “virtual mutant.”1 We’ve domesticated John, turning him into Jesus’s quirky 
cousin. And we’ve also toned down the heart of his message, “Prepare the way of the Lord.”  

So let’s try to make John weird again. Or at least take him seriously. What does it mean to 
prepare the way of the Lord? Well, we might say that we prepare the way of the Lord through 
prayer. Or by reading scripture. Or by preparing room in our hearts. Those are all fine answers, if 
tamer than what John had in mind.  

Or you could say that we don’t prepare the way of the Lord. The kingdom of God comes on 
its own without us doing anything. Trying to prepare a space so that God can come into our lives is 
what our confirmation students would call “up religion.” God didn’t wait to enter the world when 
people were ready to receive God. Quite the opposite, in fact.  

Both sets of answers are right in their own ways. But there’s another way that we prepare the 
way of the Lord. And it’s one that St. Luke is keenly aware of. One that he doesn’t tell us so much as 
show us in today’s gospel reading. 

What strikes you as odd in today’s gospel reading? What about this? “In the fifteenth year of 
the reign of Emperor Tiberius, when Pontius Pilate was governor of Judea, and Herod was ruler of 
Galilee, and his brother Philip ruler of the region of Ituraea and Trachonitis, and Lysanias ruler of 
Abilene, during the high priesthood of Annas and Caiaphas, the word of God came to John… in the 
wilderness.” 

                                                           
1 Walter Wink, “John the Baptist,” ed. Bruce M. Metzger and Michael David Coogan, The Oxford Companion to 

the Bible (New York: Oxford University Press, October 14, 1993). 
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Why does Luke include that? If someone asked you to tell them the story of Jesus, you 
wouldn’t start off by saying, “Well, you can’t understand Jesus without knowing about the ruler of 
the region of Iturea and Trachonitis.” No, you’d just tell them about Jesus. So does Luke tell us 
about all these other people?  

Maybe the names are just there to let us know when this was happening. But it’s a 
roundabout way to do it. Tiberius began his reign in 14 AD, so 15 years later is 29. Luke could have 
just said, “In the year 29, the word of God came to John in the wilderness.”  

Or maybe Luke thought he’d just throw everything into his gospel that seemed even vaguely 
relevant. But we know that Luke used Mark’s gospel to write his own and didn’t include all of it. 
Luke knew about the Syrophonecian  woman, the feeding of the four thousand, and the blind man 
at Bethsaida but thought you could understand Jesus without knowing about them. So why does he 
bother telling us about Tiberius and Phillip and Lysanias? 

Because Luke is trying to make a point about what we pay attention to. Everyone on that list 
is someone we know about. They’re powerful. They’re influential. There are stacks of history books 
about them. Their contemporaries told us that if you wanted to understand the world, you needed to 
pay attention to these people.  

See Luke isn’t just telling us about John. He’s telling us about Jesus in a very subtle and very 
profound way. He doesn’t just drop Jesus into the story. He’s preparing us to hear about Jesus. And 
he’s doing that by re-centering our attention away from Emperor Tiberius and Pontius Pilate and 
Herod and turning our gaze to a solitary figure outside in the wilderness. The center of world history 
is not in Rome or Jerusalem or Damascus but on the banks of a river. Luke is re-centering us from 
to the voices who make imperial decrees in the halls of power to the voice of the one who cries out 
in the wilderness, “Prepare the way of the LORD.” So for Luke, preparing the way of the Lord is 
about learning to pay attention.  

Paying attention is one of the hardest things we do. Part of that is because our attention 
spans have gotten so short. Technology has given us a wealth of information at our fingertips and 
seemingly robbed of us of our ability to analyze it. Ten years ago, Nicholas Carr wrote an essay titled 
“Is Google Making Us Stupid?” that was considered provocative at the time.2 A decade later, it 
seems pedestrian. Spaces that used to give us time to reflect and process or even just be bored have 
been colonized by devices that pummel us with an unending stream of information. Gas stations. 
Airport gates. Elevators. Barber shops. Even churches. That constant stream of new information 
gives us the illusion that we’re learning, but we’re really just watching. And the result is that we know 
nothing about everything. 

And the other problem with paying attention, the problem that Luke is pointing us to, is that 
we’re unsure what we’re supposed to pay attention to in the first place. Is it a legitimate issue or is it 
just fake news? Is it a serious argument or is it just trolling? Is it just a head fake to distract us from 
the real problem or is this actually the real problem?  

Those might seem like new problems, but Jesus’s contemporaries knew them well. They had 
questions about which prophets were proclaiming the word of God and which ones were preaching 
for their own gain. Questions about whether to prepare the way for the Lord or for the king. 
Questions about who or what has the ultimate authority in their lives.  

Luke’s answer. John’s answer. God’s answer. Is that if you are unsure where to look or 
where to focus or what to pay attention to, look to the wilderness. Look in the places that seem 

                                                           
2 Nicholas Carr, “Is Google Making Us Stupid?,” The Atlantic, July 1, 2008, 

https://www.theatlantic.com/magazine/archive/2008/07/is-google-making-us-stupid/306868/. 
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unlikely. Look to the voice of the prophet that cries out. If you want to see the center of God’s new 
creation, pay attention to the margins.  

As Luke reminds us. John’s proclamation to “prepare the way of the Lord” was not his own 
invention. It was the word of God. What John does, what Luke does with this very story itself, is re-
center our vision. Turning us away from the people, the ideas, and the institutions that seduce us 
with their titles, and re-orienting us toward the least of these. And it’s in that turning, it’s in that 
repenting, it’s in that paying attention, that God leads us out of the wilderness and into kingdom of 
God.  

As we go through Luke’s gospel this year, there is going to be a much larger focus on ethics. 
On justice. On relationships. Luke is obsessed with the “so that” of our faith. The ways that faith 
transforms the way we live. Sometimes that will be obvious. It will be giving someone something. It 
will be advocating for someone. It will be caring for someone. But the foundation of all of those, the 
one that Luke wants to embed right when Jesus’s ministry is about to start, is something more 
subtle. It’s paying attention. Luke’s gospel is a story about how, in Jesus, God pays attention to us in 
our suffering so that we can pay attention to other people in theirs. Paying attention may not seem 
like a lot. But Luke knew something important: paying attention is the most basic act of love.  

In the fifteenth year of the reign of Emperor Tiberius, when Pontius Pilate was governor of 
Judea, and Herod was ruler of Galilee, and his brother Philip ruler of the region of Ituraea and 
Trachonitis, and Lysanias ruler of Abilene, a voice was crying out in the wilderness. Pay attention.  
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