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December 10, 2017 
 
Tim Hughes Williams 
 
Sermon: People Get Ready 
 
The Old Testament Lesson: Isaiah 40:1-11 
40Comfort, O comfort my people, says your God. 2Speak tenderly to Jerusalem, 
and cry to her that she has served her term, that her penalty is paid, that she 
has received from the Lord’s hand double for all her sins. 
 

3A voice cries out: “In the wilderness prepare the way of the Lord, make 
straight in the desert a highway for our God. 4Every valley shall be lifted up, 
and every mountain and hill be made low; the uneven ground shall become 
level, and the rough places a plain. 5Then the glory of the Lord shall be 
revealed, and all people shall see it together, for the mouth of the Lord has 
spoken.” 6A voice says, “Cry out!” And I said, “What shall I cry?” All people are 
grass, their constancy is like the flower of the field.7The grass withers, the 
flower fades, when the breath of the Lord blows upon it; surely the people are 
grass. 8The grass withers, the flower fades; but the word of our God will stand 
forever. 
 

9Get you up to a high mountain, O Zion, herald of good tidings; lift up your 
voice with strength, O Jerusalem, herald of good tidings, lift it up, do not fear; 
say to the cities of Judah, “Here is your God!” 10See, the Lord God comes with 
might, and his arm rules for him; his reward is with him, and his recompense 
before him. 11He will feed his flock like a shepherd; he will gather the lambs in 
his arms, and carry them in his bosom, and gently lead the mother sheep. 
 
The New Testament Lesson: Mark 1:1-8 
1The beginning of the good news of Jesus Christ, the Son of God. 

 

2As it is written in the prophet Isaiah, 
“See, I am sending my messenger ahead of you, 
who will prepare your way; 
3the voice of one crying out in the wilderness: 
‘Prepare the way of the Lord, 
make his paths straight,’” 
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4John the baptizer appeared in the wilderness, proclaiming a baptism of 
repentance for the forgiveness of sins. 5And people from the whole Judean 
countryside and all the people of Jerusalem were going out to him, and were 
baptized by him in the river Jordan, confessing their sins.6Now John was 
clothed with camel’s hair, with a leather belt around his waist, and he ate 
locusts and wild honey. 7He proclaimed, “The one who is more powerful than I 
is coming after me; I am not worthy to stoop down and untie the thong of his 
sandals. 8I have baptized you with water; but he will baptize you with the Holy 
Spirit.” 
 
Sermon: People Get Ready 
 
Imagine a prisoner in a dirty cell.   
 
He’s sitting on a cold metal chair in a room that contains very little besides a 
chair, a toilet, and a bed.  The man has been locked in the prison cell for 
months. He has way too much time on his hands.  Nothing but time, really.  So 
he writes.  He’s been given permission to have a pencil and papers and he is 
writing almost daily letters to friends and family.  Some of the letters are deep. 
Philosophical wonderings and frustration.  Other letters aren’t deep at all. 
Little stories about the other inmates.  Commentary on the quality of the food. 
Even jokes. 
 
The particular man I’m describing is a prisoner of war, a Canadian soldier 
named Bill Alldritt.  He was captured in battle during World War 1, and I 
learned a lot about him because of a history that was compiled by his family. 
And they know so much about his time in prison because of these letters.  
They saved every one, naturally, and over time the letters began to tell a 
broader story.  1 
 
All the letters written in this particular prison would pass through the hands 
of the guards. The censors. One of the jobs of the prison guards is to read 
every letter that leaves the prison, searching for content that would be 
damaging or share military secrets.  Anytime the censors saw questionable 
content in the letters, they would mark it out with grease pencils.  Or 

                                                      
1 “Hidden Messages and Code Words: Bill Alldritt’s Letters as a Prisoner in First World War 
Germany” by Robert Alldritt.  As found on ActiveHistory.ca.   
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sometimes, just cut entire paragraphs out of the letters and send them on 
their way with big holes in the paper.   
 
Bill’s days in the prison were marked by boredom, depression, and shame. He 
had enlisted in the military because he wanted to fight for Canada.  Now 
sitting in a cell on the sidelines.  He became obsessed with the idea of 
escaping.  In fact, he did escape, four times, running off into the woods, only to 
be recaptured, punished, and returned to his cell.  
 
I don’t know why it took the guards so long to realize that there might be a 
connection between all of Bill’s endless letters home and his repeated escapes.  
How in the world was one prisoner repeatedly getting his hands on exactly 
the tools it seemed he needed to break out?  It turns out that in fact he was 
using a variety of codes.   
 
Here is an excerpt from a real letter dated March 31, 1916, to his future wife 
Agnes.   
 
“Please tell Harry that I expect to receive parcel No. 13 in a few days and am 
looking forward to the canned salmon as it will be a change to the tinned beef. I 
wish he would give my regards to Mr. Whirely Kuttersby, who was my best friend 
the year I spent up in the north Klondike in the old Gold Rush of 1897.”  
 
Mr. Whirely Kuttersby, of course, is not a real person, as far as Agnes could 
remember.  But it did give her the courage to bake a pair of wire cutters into a 
loaf of homemade bread.   
 
Another prisoner, a Private M.C. Simmons, wrote a short and sweet letter to 
his family:  
 
DEAR JIM: – I send you this card along with another to come later, which please 
pass on to Fred. In next parcel, send cheese, please. 
Yours as ever 
M.C. SIMMONS 
 
On the envelope of the letter, he included the phrase “Seaforth Woods” in the 
mailing address.  He hoped the address would be correct enough to reach his 
parent’s home, and incorrect enough to catch their attention.  Because of 
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course “Seaforth Woods” was not real place but an invitation to see only every 
fourth word of the letter.  If you do that, it read as follows:  
 
“Send along come pass in cheese.”  M.C. SIMMONS 
 
Whether or not such a compass was ever sent, and whether it allowed 
Simmons to navigate the woods where Alldritt had been caught, we may never 
know.  
 

*** 
 
Last week, McKenna kicked off our first week of Advent with two apocalyptic 
texts, both of which predicted turmoil and trouble. “O that you would tear 
open the heavens and come down,” says the prophet Isaiah, “so that the 
mountains would quake at your presence” (64:1).  It’s not exactly the 
Christmas party one might expect, and yet, as McKenna pointed out, it may be 
that disruption is both the pain of our present moment and the prelude to its 
healing.  Disruption is scary and uncertain. But disruption also implies change.  
And for many of us right now, change could be good news.    
 
Today, we move from the broad strokes of shooting stars and trembling 
mountains into the more familiar terrain of John the Baptist, roaming the 
desert outside the city of Jerusalem, like a madman.  Perhaps he is so familiar 
to us, so baked into the cake of our Bible stories, that we forget that he is a 
bizarre character, even by Biblical standards.  Why else would the text note 
his camel-skin clothes and habit of eating bugs?  He’s outside the city walls for 
a reason.  He makes everyone uncomfortable.  Inside the city, the Temple was 
a well-oiled machine.  People moved through the paces of worship decently 
and in order, you might say.  Outside the walls, there is this angry man pacing 
back and forth.  He’s yelling.   
 
John appears in all four Gospels, but our today’s version comes to us from 
 the Gospel of Mark, which gives it an abrupt and immediate quality.  By 
comparison, the Gospel of Matthew opens with a long genealogy of names, all 
the generations of people who lead, eventually, to Jesus.  Matthew brings us 
the three Wise Ones from the East. The Gospel of Luke opens with the classic 
Nativity images we’ve come to expect: angels, shepherds, Mary and Joseph and 
the donkey.   
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But Mark?  Mark skips Jesus’ childhood altogether, preferring to cut directly to 
the heart of the matter.  The first verse of the book says, “The beginning of the 
good news of Jesus Christ, the Son of God.”  And then: “John the baptizer 
appeared in the wilderness” (1:4).  
 
Lest we fail to make the connection between this preacher and the prophets of 
old, Mark offers a quote from the prophet Isaiah, the familiar words that 
Martha just read us a moment ago.  
 

2As it is written in the prophet Isaiah, 
“See, I am sending my messenger ahead of you, 
who will prepare your way; 
3the voice of one crying out in the wilderness: 
‘Prepare the way of the Lord, 
make his paths straight,’” 

 
Despite the explicit reference to Isaiah, this quote is actually a composite of 
texts from Isaiah, Exodus, and the book of Malachi.   
 
Malachi, while a minor prophet, is a notable one.  Malachi is actually the last 
and chronologically latest book of the Old Testament.  The Jewish tradition 
considers him to be the last prophet.  The final verses of Malachi, the final 
verses of the Old Testament, proclaim that the prophet Elijah will return to 
Israel “before the great and terrible day of the LORD,” reconciling people to 
each other and to God” (Malachi 4:5-6).  It was a hopeful promise but it was 
followed by a very long silence.   
 
Some four hundred years had passed since the writings of Malachi.  Four 
hundred brutal years in which Israel’s kings became corrupt and they were 
repeatedly humiliated by larger powers.  At the time of Jesus, the Roman 
Empire had Israel firmly in its control.  And the Jewish leaders had accepted a 
degrading compromise, conducting their business quietly under watchful 
Roman eyes, not making any trouble.  And then:  
 
John the Baptizer appeared in the wilderness, proclaiming a baptism for the 
forgiveness of sins.  The first prophet in 400 years.  He was moving around the 
margins.  He wasn’t playing by the rules.  He was drawing crowds from the 
city, anxious for a word of hope.  And who else was famous, by the way, for 
wearing that camel-skin?  The prophet Elijah (2 Kings 1:8). 
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Notice what John was not doing.  He was not proclaiming himself the Messiah.  
He was saying what Isaiah had said, “Prepare the way of the Lord.”  People, get 
ready.   
 
“One who is more powerful than me is coming,” he said.  “I have baptized you 
with water, but he will baptize you with the Holy Spirit” (Mark 1:7).   
 
As we prepare for Christmas, John the Baptist is a reminder to us that we 
cannot ignore the political implications of Jesus’ birth, the politics of Jesus 
claim to be the Son of God.  Did you know that every coin in the Roman 
Empire bore an image of Julius Caesar, along with the phrase, “Divi Fillius,” 
which means “Son of God.” To proclaim Jesus the “Son of God” was a direct 
assault on the authority of Rome.  It would upset the uneasy balance between 
Temple and Empire.  It could potentially lead to the destruction of Jerusalem.  
That’s what was at stake, as John paced about the desert.  
 

*** 
 
Peter Rollins is a writer and philosopher and theologian.  He’s brilliant and 
skeptical and always stirring up some trouble, which makes him great fun to 
read.  The other day I was listening to this interview he recorded, a 
conversation between Rollins and a pastor about his spiritual journey.  And 
this pastor was describing a sort of spiritual crisis that he went through years 
ago.  In particular he was struggling with theological doubts and a nagging 
sense of depression.  He felt increasingly as though he didn’t know where God 
was or what God was saying.  He felt enormous pressure to maintain a 
professional religious persona – to have the right answers and the right 
attitudes.  But he felt increasingly fake and hollow.  He was making it through 
his days but at night he was having these disturbing dreams.   
 
So this pastor went on a retreat with a therapist, asking for help, sharing these 
fears, and saying that he was hoping the therapist could help him stop having 
these troubling dreams.  He says that the therapist gave him advice that 
actually changed his life.  “Maybe stop trying to get rid of the dreams,” he said. 
“Maybe start paying attention to what the dreams might be trying to tell you.”   
 
And it was not so much about interpreting the dreams – this represents that, 
and so on.  It was more that the dreams were trying to alert him to the truth of 
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his soul.  And the truth of his soul is that he was sad and alone and unsure of 
how to proceed.   
 
When he stopped ignoring that reality and started acknowledging it, talking 
about it, even from the pulpit, his life was transformed.  He felt reconnected 
with his spirit and eventually - reconnected to God.   
 
The pastor told this story and then Rollins said the most interesting thing:  
 
“The idea of dream work,” he said, “…it’s almost like you are in prison, and 
you’re not allowed to say what you really think and you have to write these 
letters and you know the censor is going to see them, but the unconscious is 
sneaking out stuff…the dream is trying to get things past the censor.”   
 
The pastor agreed. “That’s just one aspect of our selves that’s trying to get us 
to turn our attention to what is really the case,” he said.  “Our present reality.  
Darkness and golden stuff all together.  If you are not willing to turn toward 
the shadowy material, you’re also going to miss all the glitter.  It’s the same.” 2 
 
I was so captivated by this conversation. By the idea that we are so busy 
working hard to keep everything together that we are missing critical 
messages that might point us back to the heart of God.  Messages that, if 
anything, we hide from because they point us towards the unknown.  We do 
our best to ignore these rumblings, preferring self-help books and a stiff upper 
lip.  But then our dreams come to us like ragged truth-tellers, like letters 
written in code, suggesting that we need to change our ways.  
 
That’s what I see John the Baptist doing here, as he creeps around the desert 
outside the city walls.  He’s in character as Elijah, and speaking in a kind of 
code.  He’s quoting this mishmash of Exodus, Isaiah, and Malachi, as if to say, 
without quite saying it – “Have you forgotten the tradition of our prophets?  
Have you forgotten that we worship a God who will free us from this mess?  
We don’t have to stay the way we are.”  He’s out there, sending these 
messages.  And who are we if not a diligent worker at the Temple, working so 
hard to ignore the danger, the sadness, the stuck-ness, of our present situation.  
If we just keep our heads down, we say, we’re gonna be able to hold this thing 
together.  But meanwhile, out beyond the walls that keep us safe, I see John 

                                                      
2 Peter Rollins Podcast, “Into The Wilderness: A Conversation with Kent Dobson.” July 30, 2017. 
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the Baptist, that ragged truth-teller. He is baptizing people in the river.  He’s 
encouraging them to begin again.  “Prepare the way,” he says.  “People, get 
ready for the One who is coming to change everything.”  
 

*** 
 
If Advent is anything, I think it is a mixture of the extremely familiar and the 
complete unknown.  The songs are familiar, the decorations come back out, 
so-and-so makes that thing you love to eat. But every year is also completely 
different.  Every year we sit on the edge of the unknown, our futures and our 
selves. Surely that is the case this year.  Some of us are deep in grief.  Some of 
us are wondering what our next step is professionally.  Some of us feel like 
prisoners in our own situations.  We are dreaming of escape.  More than a few 
of us wonder what is happening to our city, and our country, and our world. 
We truly need a new thing, a new light, a new hope, and a new love.   
 
It is in our nature to have things buttoned down, under control, according to 
plan.  Christmas comes to us with a heavy – even suffocating gloss of holiday 
cheer.  Even in the face of a world that seems to have lost its mind, we proceed 
with the plan.  And that’s not all bad.  We have rituals and traditions for good 
reasons.  I love them as much as you do, maybe more.  
 
But John the Baptist is here to remind us that the Incarnation, the indwelling 
of God among us, is a major disruption to the status quo.  It is a direct 
challenge to the powers that be. It isn’t coming from the power centers or 
even the Temple.  It’s coming from out beyond the city walls.  It will turn the 
world on its head.   
 
Isaiah says that every mountain and hill will be laid low and every valley will 
be lifted up.  That could mean a number of things – but one image that is 
evoked is the creation of a road.  A way.  A road that is broad and flat and 
passable.  It was the habit of the Roman Empire to build such roads before the 
Caesar came to town.  The Imperial Chariot with all its pomp and 
circumstance didn’t fare so well on regular roads, you see, so they would 
spend months preparing the way.  By the time the Caesar came through with 
soldiers and chariots and swords, it was a “shock and awe” kind of thing.  No 
wonder they called him the Son of God.  
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John evokes to same language to describe Jesus’ arrival, and it’s no wonder the 
people expected a warrior king.  A mighty Messiah who would fight for Israel 
and redeem them. 
 
But moments after today’s reading, Jesus appears at the River Jordan, asking 
John to baptism him.  The One who is More Powerful kneels and allows John 
to lower his body into the water.  He’s a different kind of King.  It turns out 
that John’s prophecy is another sort of code, using familiar language to evoke 
a different meaning.  And like a prison letter written in code, the true meaning 
is always escape, is always liberation. 
 
Every mountain and hill will be laid low. Every valley will be lifted.  The poor 
and neglected and lonely exalted – the proud and mighty brought low.  Not to 
make space for Imperial parades but so that all – all – may gather together on 
solid ground.  So that all might prepare the way to God and travel it in 
freedom.  
 
“Then the glory of the LORD shall be revealed,” says the prophet Isaiah, “and 
all people shall see it together, for the mouth of the LORD has spoken.”   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


