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Advent Sermon Series: “Arrival”  
Sermon Title: “Preparing to Receive” 
Texts: Malachi 3:1-4, Mark 1:1-8 
December 10, 2017 
 
Scripture Readings: Malachi 3:1-4, Mark 1:1-8 (NRSV) 

 1 See, I am sending my messenger to prepare the way before me, and the Lord whom 
you seek will suddenly come to his temple. The messenger of the covenant in whom 
you delight—indeed, he is coming, says the Lord of hosts. 2 But who can endure the 
day of his coming, and who can stand when he appears? 
For he is like a refiner’s fire and like fullers’ soap; 3 he will sit as a refiner and purifier of 
silver, and he will purify the descendants of Levi and refine them like gold and silver, 
until they present offerings to the Lord in righteousness. 4 Then the offering of Judah 
and Jerusalem will be pleasing to the Lord as in the days of old and as in former years. 

Malachi 3:1-4 (NRSV) 
 
1The beginning of the good news of Jesus Christ, the Son of God. 
2 As it is written in the prophet Isaiah, 

“See, I am sending my messenger ahead of you, 

    who will prepare your way; 
3 the voice of one crying out in the wilderness: 
    ‘Prepare the way of the Lord, 
    make his paths straight,’” 
4 John the baptizer appeared in the wilderness, proclaiming a baptism of repentance for 
the forgiveness of sins. 5 And 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. 6 Now John was clothed with camel’s hair, with a leather 
belt around his waist, and he ate locusts and wild honey. 7 He 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. 8 I have baptized you with[f] water; but he will baptize you 
with the Holy Spirit. 

Mark 1:1-8 (NRSV) 

Sermon:  I’ve never been much of a preparer. A classic ENFP on the Myer’s-Briggs 
personality type indicator, I’m more of a scrambler.  And I’m pretty dang good at it too. 
At one point, my friends from college got to calling me “game-day Todd” for my 
penchant for being able to show up, just in the nick of time and do, well, pretty all-right. 
Whether it was a presentation that I wrangled together just as class was starting, or a 
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Half-marathon that I forgot to train for. Somehow, I always have just enough in the tank 
to make it!  
 
Insert children. 3 children. To be more clear, 3 remarkably different children who 
happen to share this one thing in common, they are inconceivably slow at any kind of 
transition! This does not bode well for a scrambler.  My wife Jenni and I (who, by the 
way, is also an ENFP, though admittedly more forward thinking than I) often remark 
how the most difficult part of any given day is the 15 minutes, scratch that, half-hour 
we spend attempting to leave the house. Cats herd themselves faster than the 
Bratulichs.   
 
If you were to come to our house on any given morning, you would undoubtedly hear 
the voice of one crying out in the kitchen, “Prepare ye the way out the door!” some 
mornings more loudly and insistently than others. So, yeah, preparation is not our 
strong suit!   
 
Except, that is, when it comes our children and holidays. Once they smell a holiday on 
the horizon, they insist that we begin preparations immediately!  Given to their own 
devices, they’d begin carving pumpkins in July, and decorating the Christmas tree in 
October.  I guarantee that we won’t have even cleaned up the wrapping paper strewn 
about the room on Christmas day, and they’ll be searching for the construction paper 
to start making Valentine’s day cards. 
 
So you can imagine that with the beginning of Advent this past Sunday, and all of the 
decorations around church not to mention the craft they started working on in 
Children’s church, it was clear I wasn’t going to get out of the day without getting a 
tree for them to decorate. Of course I hemmed and hawed a bit at first, having just 
finished a full morning and afternoon of church programing. I mean, maybe you love 
this stuff, but pulling out the rubbermaid bins of Christmas decorations always drives 
up the anxiety level a bit for me as I imagine strings of lights to untangle, the inevitable 
broken glass bulb or sharp ornament hangers littered about the floor, poised to embed 
themselves into the feet of sensory-overloaded children.  
 
I can be a bit of a Grinch, particularly in regards to decorating.  But, knowing that 
resistance was futile, and would only postpone the inevitable, we nonetheless loaded 
up the van, all 5 of us in Santa hats to the garden store to pick out a tree and make an 
evening of decorating together, which ended up to be lovely.   
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And all this caused me to wonder, why do often find myself resisting the invitation to 
prepare? And what is it that causes my kids to be so excited to prepare, and waaay 
ahead of time for Christmas, but if you ask them to go get their shoes on so we can 
leave for school, it’s like pulling teeth?  The obvious answer might be presents.  But I 
think there might be something deeper going on.  
 
Prepare. How does that word strike you? Does it bring anxiety or comfort? Does it start 
the mental wheels spinning on a new checklist? Or does it meet you like an urgency in 
the gut? Does it quiet and slow you down, or energize and activate you, does it startle 
you, or bring you back to center? How do you receive the invitation to prepare? 
 
In the last book of the Old Testament in our canon, the prophet Malachi proclaims, 
“See, I am sending my messenger to prepare the way before me.” And then, 
immediately in Mark’s Gospel (which is likely the earliest written of our New Testament 
Gospels) we meet John the Baptist, of whom the gospel writer equates as; “a voice of 
one calling in the wilderness, ‘Prepare the way for the Lord, make straight paths for 
him.’” 
 
In both instances, you get the feeling of urgency, that there’s not much time to prepare, 
that this One whom the Israelites have been waiting for will arrive soon and suddenly. 
The arrival is imminent, the time to prepare is now! 
 
You also get the sense in both accounts that this arrival will be a bit of a mixed bag, 
and that which comes as Good News comes also as warning. Thus, the prophet 
remarks; 

“The messenger of the covenant in whom you delight—indeed, he is coming, 
says the Lord of hosts. 2 But who can endure the day of his coming, and who 
can stand when he appears?”  
 

He goes on to tell of how this messenger will purify the Israelites like the refining of 
precious metals, removing all impurities by the application of fire, and laundering them 
like soiled linens until they are clean. Similarly, the Gospel writer tells of John 
appearing, in the wilderness of all places, on the outskirts, “preaching a baptism of 
repentance for the forgiveness of sins.” And this, says Mark, is the “beginning of the 
good news about Jesus the Messiah, the Son of God.”   
 
Sounds to me like a complicated bit of Good News. The Messiah, the long-expected 
one, the Hope of Israel is coming! But get ready, because this arrival might not be 
exactly what you had in mind.  This arrival will require much of you if you are to receive 
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it, to even be able to receive it. So prepare. Make the paths straight. Repent and be 
purified, washed, refined. Because who can endure the day of his coming, and who 
can stand when he appears? Prepare.   
 
Back to that something deeper going on.  It’s a strange phenomenon, isn’t it, all of the 
fuss we make over Christmas.  I mean, if you take a step back and wonder about it as 
a human phenomenon, there are all of these ways that we externalize this story, this 
celebration of the incarnation of God in Jesus. I’m not saying it’s strange that we 
celebrate, rather, it’s strange how we celebrate.  And of course, cultures all around the 
world have different ways of retelling the story, of paying homage to the birth of Jesus, 
the incarnation of the Christ.   
 
For my family, it’s candles, and decorating the tree. It’s gifts and cookies, more 
particularly, my now departed grandpa’s wreath cookies, which I am determined this 
year to learn to make so that someone will carry on the legacy. It’s Kool 108 on the 
preset in the van from the day after Thanksgiving until Christmas day. It’s our nightly 
family advent reading and chocolate advent calendars from Trader Joe’s. It’s Jenni’s 
family’s tradition of going out to the actual barn on the farm on Christmas morning to 
read the Christmas story.  
 
You of course have your traditions and preparations as well. And we do all of these 
things why? Out of nostalgia? Out of reverence? Out of obligation? Of course it’s 
probably a combination of all of these and more.  
 
I remember my wife commenting sometime after our kids were old enough to 
comprehend and anticipate all of this Christmas revelry, how Christmas was so 
magical to her as a child, and how she wished her mom would have told her before we 
had kids just how much work it was to “create the magic” so to speak. And yet, there’s 
something in all of the preparation that’s more than just creating the magic for our kids, 
isn’t there? There must be something of what lies within, something of a deeper 
longing that expresses itself in all of these external symbols, in the sights and sounds 
and tastes, in all of these tactile and tangible expressions of preparation and 
celebration and hope.   
   
And I wonder if all of the external preparations serve mostly as a reminder, a call to 
attend once again to those deeper longings within, to that which cries out within us for 
hope in the midst of despair, for light in the midst of darkness.   
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Perhaps that is the greatest challenge of this invitation from the prophet Malachi and 
from Mark’s Gospel. That is, the invitation to prepare invites us first to attend to and 
confront that which is hidden or darkened within us.  It calls us to be present to the 
pains which we have carried, to our own faults and failures, to attend to our own 
vulnerability in such a way that touches and exposes that which has been bruised or 
broken. And who the heck wants to do that?!  No thanks, I’d much rather pour my 
energies into making krumkake and mulled wine.   
 
Don’t get me wrong, I love krumkake and mulled wine, but in the midst of all of that, I 
wonder how I might more fully receive the invitation this Advent season to prepare? I 
mean, what if I allowed all of these external preparations to draw me deeper into my 
own longing and hopes?  What if I employed as much energy being present to those 
bits of inner darkness or grief as I am to the latest Amazon deal of the day? How might 
tending to the inward journey, to the truth within me, prepare and create more space 
within me to experience this arrival, this long-expected One as truly Good News, as 
salvation, even as it lays bare and touches my deepest wounds?   
 
Jan Richardson is an artist and poet and incredible mystic voice within the Christian 
tradition. A few years ago, she wrote a book of blessings entitled Circle of Grace, 
which was published in 2015, shortly after her husband suddenly and unexpectedly 
passed away. Reflecting on the experience of writing these blessings as well as her 
husband’s untimely death, she remarks in the introduction;  
 

“Even now I find it both eerie and beautiful to come across a blessing that I 
wrote before he died, and realize it is one that I so need... Such moments serve 
to show that blessings do not typically work in a linear way. They twist and turn, 
make their own paths, and spiral back to find us when we most need to receive 
them. Healing the fractured past, provoking us to act for a more whole future, 
opening our eyes to the God who meets us in the present… They are the stuff of 
poetry and mystery, of kairos and thin places, made of the most ordinary 
moments yet holding the power to open us to eternity. A blessings is, finally, 
something wild. It leads us to where we did not imagine to go, and never in a 
straight line.”  1

 
I want to share with you one of those blessings for Advent entitled, Prepare. It is 
printed on a bookmark in your worship guide for you to take with you into your week, 
but I’d encourage you in this moment, to simply listen to the words as they are spoken, 

1 Jan Richardson, Circle of Grace: A Book of Blessings for the Seasons. (Orlando: Wanton Gospeller 
Press, 2015) p. xix-xx. 
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maybe even close your eyes and let the words wash over you as both blessing and 
invitation as Jenni comes to read.   
 
Poem: Prepare by Jan Richardson    
 

Prepare  
Strange how one word 
will so hollow you out. 
But this word 
has been in the wilderness 
for months. 
Years. 
 
This word is what remained 
after everything else 
was worn away 
by sand and stone. 
It is what withstood 
the glaring of sun by day, 
the weeping loneliness of 
the moon at night. 
 
Now it comes to you 
racing out of the wild, 
eyes blazing 
and waving its arms, 
its voice ragged with desert 
but piercing and loud 
as it speaks itself 
again and again: 
 
Prepare, prepare. 
 
It may feel like 
the word is leveling you, 
emptying you 
as it asks you 
to give up 
what you have known. 
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It is impolite 
and hardly tame, 
but when it falls 
upon your lips 
you will wonder 
at the sweetness, 
 
like honey 
that finds its way 
into the hunger 
you had not known 
was there.  2

   
I love those last lines, that this invitation to prepare is “impolite, and hardly tame, but 
when it falls upon your lips, you will wonder at the sweetness, like honey that finds its 
way into the hunger you had not known was there.”   
 
You see, this call to prepare the way of the Lord, is really an invitation into your own 
soul!  It is an invitation to look truthfully within yourself, to acknowledge and attend to 
all that is real and true within, the fear and falsity, the hunger and hope. Because all of 
it, if we are vulnerable enough to allow, will point us toward that which is breaking 
forth, toward this Holy One who arrives not only as Holy other, but as Hope within, and 
as Love that both enfolds and dwells deep inside us.   
 
I remember reading this little booklet when I was in high school entitled, My Heart, 
Christ’s Home. And the message (at least what I heard) was essentially, you’d better 
clean up the house so that when Jesus comes, he doesn’t see all of your crap lying 
around.  Better get the skeletons out of the closet while you can.  And while I’m sure 
this was all well intended, I think it can’t be further from how Christ meets us.   
 
I rather think that Christ shows up in the crap. That God, in God’s mercy, often times 
dwells most concretely in those spaces in our lives that are most painful, most 
darkened or seemingly out of control. And from within those spaces, from the midst of 
the mess, and against all of the accusing voices, whispers, “Here I am! I am with you! 
And I will never leave you or forsake you!  You are beautiful, you are precious, you are 
my beloved!” And so the invitation to prepare our hearts is not so much to clean them 

2 Jan Richardson, Circle of Grace: A Book of Blessings for the Seasons. (Orlando: Wanton Gospeller 
Press, 2015) p. 43-44. 
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up for God to arrive, but to get ready to meet God where God already resides, where 
there are real wounds that need healing and hunger that needs to be nourished and 
dreams that need to find new life and breath!  It’s as if God is saying, “prepare to meet 
me where I already am!”   
 
How does the invitation greet you this Advent?  
 
Perhaps you’ve been preparing for years, waiting for something to change, for a new 
possibility to appear on the horizon, for a grief to subside or an anxiety to pass, only to 
wake up to more of the same, the same despair, the same numbness, the same feeling 
of being stuck.  Or maybe you’ve never much prepared, you’ve always just scrambled, 
tried to pull it together just enough to experience something of joy or peace or 
purpose, but then the moments where you get a taste of honey are too often fleeting.  
 
Maybe you’ve found yourself distracting your self with all of the external preparations 
of Advent, never truly attending that which is hidden deep within you, perhaps because 
you know that the invitation into your own soul would level you, would ask that you 
give up too much of what you’ve known. Or maybe, this Advent, you find yourself in a 
new season of wonder, tasting the sweetness of that which is finding its way into the 
hunger you had not known was there.  
 
Wherever you find yourself, what might it look like for you to respond to this invitation 
to prepare? Dare we attend to those deeper longings, to the darkened spaces of our 
hearts this Advent season? Dare we open up those vulnerable spaces within us, and 
inso doing, prepare ourselves to receive this Good News of Emmanuel, of God With 
Us, as truly good, as blessing, or in Jan Richardson’s words, “as something wild, 
leading us to where we did not imagine to go, and never in a straight line?”   
 
Pray         
 
Benediction  As you go, may all of the preparations of this Advent season draw you 
deeper into your own soul, that you may discover there the God who dwells within you, 
feeding your deepest hunger, healing your deepest wounds, and calling you to your 

truest self, the Beloved of God!       
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