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“Prepare the way of the Lord”

Terry  Anderson  is  probably  the  best  known of  the  American  hostages  kept  in

Lebanon. Anderson, an  Associated  Press  journalist, was  held  hostage  for  2,454

days! His ordeal began innocently enough on March 16, 1985. As he dropped off his

tennis partner after a morning match he noticed a green Mercedes pulled up just

ahead of where he was stopped. Suddenly three young men came charging out of

the car. Each had a 9-mm pistol hanging loosely on their hip. In a flash they were

at  Anderson's  car  window. ''Get  out,''  one  of  the  men  shouted.  ''I  will  shoot.''

Anderson got out. He was pressed into the backseat of the Mercedes and whisked

away. The hostage ordeal for Terry Anderson had begun. 

   Anderson's first days of captivity were appalling. He was blindfolded most of the

time, held in chains, and interrogated roughly. His mind did not know how to react.

Anderson realized that he was on the edge of madness. He was losing control of his

capacity to think. ''I can't do this anymore,'' he finally told his captors. ''You can't

treat me like an animal. I am a human being.'' When asked what he wanted he

replied that he wanted a Bible. Not long afterward a heavy object landed on his

bed. He pulled down his blindfold. It was a Bible. He began to read. In Genesis! 

   Terry Anderson had been raised in the Catholic church. Even though he had not

been a practicing Catholic for years, however, the Bible came to him as a gift from

heaven. He read. He pondered his life. He had lots of time to ponder his life -- too

much time to ponder his life. He began a litany of confession in his mind. He

confessed  that  he  had  hurt  his  first  wife  and  daughter.  He  had  made  many

mistakes. He had been a very arrogant person. He wasn't sure that people liked him

much. He wasn't sure he liked himself very much. 
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   Later in the first year of his captivity Anderson became aware of the fact that

other hostages were living next door. One was a priest. Father Lawrence Jenco. He

asked his captors if he could see the priest. ''I am a Catholic,'' he told them. ''I want

to make a confession.''

   His wish was granted. Father Jenco came to his room. They both took off their

blindfolds. Anderson hardly knew where to begin. It had been 25 years since he had

last made confession. Father Jenco was encouraging. Anderson began reciting to

this priest the sins he had been reflecting upon. There was much to confess: a bad

marriage,  chasing  women,  drinking.  Anderson  found  it  a  very  emotional

experience. When he finished both he and Father Jenco were in tears. Father Jenco

then laid his right hand upon Anderson's head. ''In the name of a gentle, loving

God, you are forgiven,'' the priest proclaimed. 

   Terry Anderson's faith deepened immensely in his hostage years. This moment of

confession with  Father  Jenco, however, was  his  first  formal  step  back  into  the

church. Self-reflection had grown within him out of the darkness of his hostage

encounter. It was time to face the light. It was time in his life for a turn around.1

   “Prepare the way of the Lord.” In both our Malachi passage and gospel preparing

for the Lord is very important, just as in Terry Anderson’s life, his troubles and

sufferings prepared him for the Lord by leading him to confess and repent of his

sins—so too Advent  is  a  time for  us to  prepare  for  the  coming of  the  Lord at

Christmas. 

   Malachi, which is a play on the word, in Hebrew it means “my messenger,” speaks

of  preparing  the  way  of  the  Lord. We Christians  interpret  the  messenger  as  a

reference  to  John  the  Baptist.  The  Malachi  passage  describes  the  process  of

preparing for the way of the Lord like a refiner’s fire and fullers’ soap. Gold and

silver are still purified by the ancient technique of melting them and blowing air

1 Richard A. Jensen, “A Hostage Repents,” in: Lectionary Tales for the Pulpit, 57 Stories for Cycle C (Lima, Ohio: CSS
Publishing Company, Inc., 1994), pp. 15-16.
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over the surface or through molten metal. The less valuable metal impurities react

and form a dross on the surface which is simply skimmed off. 

   In the case of fullers’ soap, wool or woven clothing were washed in lye and

cleansed by pressure, usually the treading of feet. The cloth was then spread out on

the ground and bleached by the sun. 

   So both the refiner’s fire and fullers’ soap are symbols for the prophet Malachi of

repentance and purity. We all have regrets about some of the things we have done

or said. We also spend time worrying about what we should have done. This is

especially  true  when  it  comes  to  being  a  witness  of  Christ’s  love. Sometimes

Christ’s love in us is hidden by the dross or dirt of our lives. Preparing for the way

of the Lord, confessing and repenting is needed for the forgiveness of the Lord to

come and purify and cleanse us. 

   In our gospel, Luke describes John’s ministry of a baptism of repentance for the

forgiveness of sins as a fulfillment of Isaiah 40:3-5: “The voice of one crying out in

the wilderness: ‘Prepare the way of the Lord, make his paths straight. Every valley

shall be filled, and every mountain and hill shall be made low, and the crooked

shall be made straight, and the rough way made smooth.’” 

   As you know, north of Bashaw, highway 21 intersects with highway 53 going west

to Ponoka. This intersection had been very dangerous and a number of people had

been killed  there. The intersection was so  dangerous because  of  a  nearby hill,

which prevented drivers from seeing oncoming traffic quickly enough.

   Eventually, the department of highways changed the intersection by levelling off

the hill and filling in the lower places. Now at that intersection, one can see on-

coming traffic for the better part of one or two kilometres, thus one is in a much

better position to know how to respond at the intersection and there is far less

chance of a serious accident.

   John’s message of repentance to prepare the way of the Lord’s coming often

involves  reversals  like  the  lowering  of  a  hill  and  the  filling  in  of  a  valley.
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Repentance can mean for us a reversing of the direction our life is going; a turning

around and going  in  another  direction;  a  returning  to  what  we  know is  right,

healthy,  true  and  loving.  In  repenting, Jesus  opens  the  door  for  peace  in  our

relationship with him; inner  peace;  peace  between us and those  whom we are

alienated from; peace in the church; peace in our community; and peace in the

larger world. 

   So, how do you prepare the way of the Lord during this season of Advent? That is

the question both our passage from Malachi and gospel leave us with today. 

   May the Lord’s Supper, and the Holy Spirit working within each of you through

God’s word, and help you to answer that question.        
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