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Several years ago, I was in the Twin Cities on the day after Thanksgiving, Black Friday.  I was not interested in Christmas shopping, but I did need a new winter coat and there was a Kohl’s store nearby.  And, at least back then, Minnesota did not collect sales tax on clothing purchases.
So I went to Kohl’s and found just the coat I wanted; even the price was right.  As I headed toward the checkout, I discovered where all of the shoppers were.  I would have to wait at least 45 minutes to pay for the coat.  So, as much as I liked it, I refused to wait that long to give my money to Kohl’s.  I returned the coat to the rack and left the store.  I don’t like to wait.
In the first reading of last week’s Mass, we heard of the miserable condition and the lament of God’s people in exile.  As they came to see it, this was the second time that they had let down their God.  And this time they were convinced that there was nothing that they could do about it.
In today’s first reading, we see that Isaiah, God’s prophet, had another view of the situation.  He came to them with the Good News that they no longer needed to despair.  Their service was ended; their guilt expiated.  It was time to prepare the Way of the Lord, cut down the mountains and fill in the valleys with them.  “Make straight in the wasteland a highway for our God!”  The people are invited to get to work, to remove any obstacle that prevents God from coming into their hearts.  “Like a shepherd he feeds his flock; in his arms he gathers the lambs.”
Last week’s Gospel reading came from the latter part of Saint Mark’s Gospel, near Jesus’ passion and impending crucifixion, where he was urging his disciples to stay awake, alert, ready for the day of the Lord.
Today’s reading comes from the beginning of Mark’s Gospel and is about John the Baptist, not about Jesus.  Mark begins by referring to what is written in Isaiah the prophet, “Behold, I am sending my messenger ahead of you; he will prepare your way.  A voice of one crying out in the desert: ”Prepare the way of the Lord; make straight his paths.”
 
John’s message was not new.  It referred to the first Exodus of God’s people from Egypt into the Promised Land, as well as their later exile into Babylonia, and their return from exile.  But John himself was someone new for the people.  He dressed like a prophet, something the people had not seen for some time – clothed in camel’s hair, with a leather belt around his waist.  And his diet was like that of a prophet – he ate locusts, which long ago had been God’s agents of destruction of the people’s idols, and he ate wild honey, which had signified the peace and plenty with which God had previously blessed those who had been faithful to him.
So John the Baptist was a standout among those who would seek the attention of this people looking and waiting for a savior.
Saint Mark announces a new beginning of God’s manifestation to all. John’s appearance, his message and his baptism for the repentance of sins all announced that the reign of God was about to appear.  Today, as then, Isaiah’s message is an invitation to us to get to work, to remove any obstacle that prevents God from coming into our hearts.
The Scriptures remind us that God has not held back one thing in his love for us.  By becoming one with us in our flesh, God has done everything he can to assure us of his saving love.  We have a God who risked everything so that we might know love and live in this world and the next.  We proclaim a God who emptied himself of power and might and came to us as a baby.  The call of John the Baptist was to prepare the way for a new coming of God into our lives.  In Jesus, the way to salvation turns out to be through death to new life.
I remember a college professor describing how, according to our values of efficiency and practicality, Jesus wasted most of his earthly lifetime --- coming as a newborn baby, spending years just growing up and maturing, and then getting himself killed after only three years of active public ministry.  
God’s ways are not our ways.  The late Carlos Carretto of the Little Brothers of Jesus insisted that nothing could have replaced Jesus and his mission.  He said that there is no better way that God could have taught us how to become one of his children than becoming one with us in every way.  Through Jesus’ words and works, we come to know God’s will and God’s ways; in Jesus we see God’s holy face.
Each Church Year, we prepare for and celebrate the birth of Jesus our Savior, we prepare for and celebrate His resurrection from the dead and his return to us in His Spirit in His Word and the Sacraments of the Church.  And each year we worry about and try to correct the evils of the world as we wait for the ever-more wonderful things that God promises for our eternal future. But waiting is frustrating.
Whenever I need to go to the car wash, I go later in the evening hoping that no one else is getting a car washed..  If I find it busy, I go on to Casey’s and fill up with gas and then hope no one will be at the car wash when I return.  And automatic car wash takes 4 minutes; I don’t like to wait!
Father James Smith says that there is no such thing as time; there are no calendars in the sky, no clocks in space.  Yet everything is governed by time.  Crops grow at a certain rate, fruit ripens at a certain speed; people mature in time.  Absolutely everything is governed by time, but only humans wait.  
In exactly the same ten minutes that puppies play and trees grow, humans anxiously wait.  We must accept the fact that everything happens at precisely the right time – the right time for IT, even if not always the right time for us.
The people in today’s Second Reading were also anxious about the day of the Lord’s coming, and were told that, with the Lord one day is like a thousand years and a thousand years like one day.  God takes a long range view in order to give us time to mend our ways and be saved.
Spending time mending our ways is much more productive than simply waiting. We are promised the coming of God’s Kingdom, on earth as it is in Heaven, but we are not told when.  And our actions have a role in determining the “when”.  What we do with our time and our lives is consequential … building or delaying the Kingdom of God here on earth.
I can always at least pray while I wait in line, if only I would.  
Father Smith asks, “If you knew for certain that Jesus was coming tomorrow, what might you do to get ready?”
Let’s take whatever that agenda would be and make it our own … TODAY! (AND EVERY DAY!!)
