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Reading: Mark 1 
 
“A voice cries out: In the wilderness prepare the way of the Lord, make straight in the desert 
a highway for our God”. 
 
The 14th July is a very important date. Not only is it the day given to John Keble in the 
Church’s calendar, not only is it the Vicar’s birthday, but it is the day on which in 2018 you 
can participate in the annual Nettle Eating Championships in the Dorset village of 
Marshwood. The purpose of the competition is simple – to find the man and woman capable 
of eating the most stinging nettles in the space of an hour.   
 
I have a hunch that he whose birthday the Church celebrates today, the Baptist and 
Forerunner, whose diet consisted of locusts and wild honey, would have felt quite a home 
eating stinging nettles.  From the opening chapters of all four Gospels fall images of an 
austere ascetic with an uncompromising message, fiery temper, few friends, and strange 
dietary requirements.  For churches and institutions which celebrate their Patronal Festival 
today, John is in many ways a challenging and uncomfortable Patron. 
 
‘A voice cries out: In the wilderness prepare the way of the Lord, make straight in the desert a 
highway for our God’. 
 
A wild, wilderness existence suggests separation from the world, and it’s certainly true that 
John’s baptism of repentance for the forgiveness of sins demanded a radical separation from 
an old way of life from which there was to be no going back.  But it is possible, I think, to 
overemphasize this point to the extent that we misinterpret John’s message: so that 
dislocation from the world of sin becomes an encouragement to a careless, selfish attitude 
towards society and its needs, as if those who wish to embrace John’s message need to turn 
their backs on the world that has been left behind lest their lives should become re-
contaminated by it. 
 
But surely this misses the point of John’s message and of an important paradox that lies at the 
heart of his ministry.  He was in the wilderness, not to withdraw from the world, as if it didn’t 
matter to him any more, but in order to engage more fully and more profoundly with it, and to 
do so by confronting it with a message of divine justice and transformation, preparing the way 



for the one whose engagement with the world was made perfect in himself, Jesus, the word 
made flesh. 
 
In all the Gospel accounts, John’s ministry begins with the same message. Quoting Isaiah 
chapter 40, part of which we heard as our first reading this morning, he proclaims: ‘In the 
wilderness prepare the way of the Lord, make straight in the desert a highway for our God’.  
This is undoubtedly one of the most beautiful and best loved passages in the whole of the Old 
Testament, a passage difficult for us to hear without also hearing Handel’s mellifluous setting 
of it in the Messiah.  But being so familiar, the impact of its startling message can be easily 
lost.   
 
The context into which God speaks is the end of the long hard years of his people’s 
Babylonian exile.  ‘Comfort, O comfort my people, says your God’.  The comfort which is 
proclaimed in these verses is an eternal and everlasting comfort available through God’s 
transforming engagement with the life of his people.  For this to take place, a level highway 
needs to be built for the triumphal procession of the saviour God.  But this is no military 
victory parade.  The Lord God may indeed come with might, as Isaiah suggests, but his 
authority is revealed not in acts of violence or aggression, but by being as gentle as a 
shepherd caring for his wandering flock and as protective as a nursemaid tending the 
vulnerable, for ‘he will feed his flock like a shepherd; and will gather the lambs in his arms’. 
This message of deliverance from an old way of life through God’s transforming salvation is 
taken up by the Baptist on the banks of the Jordan, and surely it must be our Gospel too.  For 
us, who have been baptized into Christ, have, to use St Paul’s words, ‘put on Christ’.  We 
who know ourselves to have been set free from our slavery to sin to become ‘children of 
God’, must add our voices to the great company of those who cry: ‘Prepare the way of the 
Lord, make straight . . . a highway for our God’. 
 
John the Baptist was, of course, Jesus’ cousin, but when it comes to being in relationship with 
God, water is thicker than blood.  And this new identity that we enjoy through water and the 
Spirit has implications not only for our relationship with God - ‘for in Christ Jesus you are all 
children of God’, says St Paul - but also for our relationship with others, for ‘there is no 
longer Jew or Greek, there is no longer slave or free, there is no longer male and female; for 
all of you are one in Christ Jesus’.  In this one brief verse, St Paul makes clear that the three 
basic anthropological distinctions known to the ancient world are absolutely and eternally 
obliterated because of the overriding and all-embracing identity of being in Christ. 
 
And so for us, who through the call of our common baptism are ‘in Christ’, if our discipleship 
remains at the vocal level, and never gets further than crying out ‘Prepare the way of the 
Lord’, then it will never be authentic.  For the Lord whose way we proclaim is a God of 
action through engagement, and all the baptized, every one of us, is called to share in that 
mission.  In Christ God shares our life and then he changes it.  And we, who dare to claim 
that we are ‘in Christ’, are called to do the same, sharing, participating in the lives of others 
so that, through the ministry of our transformed humanity, God may change them.   
 
And here we’re not talking about great saints performing outstanding acts of charity and 
mercy.  This transformative engagement can happen at a number of levels and in many 
different ways.  What’s important is that it does happen, and that we see it as our task to do it.  
Whether it’s having an active care and concern for those who make up the community of this 



parish church, those on the margins who find it difficult to fit in as well as our friends; or 
whether it’s supporting the charities and aid organisations which seek to transform the lives of 
those whose daily existence is anything but level or plane.  
In all of these and in many other ways, we can engage with people with the message and hope 
of transformation. 
 
And so, on this great feast day, let us be encouraged by example of John the Baptist.  As we 
seek to imitate him, let us not be tempted to withdraw to the wilderness or eat stinging nettles; 
rather, let us ask for his prayers, that as we continually repent of our sin and turn towards 
Christ, his message of divine engagement may become more deeply rooted in our lives and 
bring comfort to ourselves and to others.  For through our baptism we are one body in Christ.  
As God has become one with us in Christ Jesus, so may we be one with him in his 
transformation of the world.  For if this is God’s mission, then it must also be ours. 
 
‘A voice cries out: In the wilderness prepare the way of the Lord, make straight in the desert a 
highway for our God’. 
 


