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“Over the river and through the woods to grandmother’s house we go, the 

horse knows the way to carry the sleigh through the white and drifting snow . . .”   

Many of us who are over 60 and grew up in the U. S. can remember traveling by 

car for Thanksgiving and Christmas family gatherings over the holidays.  These 

were often all-day excursions—with no interstate highways—riding in cars that 

seemed to just creep along two-lane roads.  We’d have to start early in the morning 

to get to there.  Mom would pack snacks or lunch, because there were no fast-food 

restaurants, and there were very few rest stops on the highway then. 

Our parents encouraged games to keep us restless children occupied, like 

looking at license plates for the letters of the alphabet from A to Z, or “riddley, 

riddley, ree, I see something you don’t see, and it is . . . whatever color.”  Or we’d 

sing traveling songs like the one I began with.  Still, it was pretty uncomfortable 

for us kids, stuck in the back seats of the station wagon, struggling with both 

unbearable anticipation and miserable boredom—“Are we there yet?”  

Today travel is different.  I remember what a relief it was when my son 

brought his Gameboy on a trip for the first time.  It kept him busy for the entire 

journey!  Families who travel in SUVs or minivans may have separate headphones 

for each child to listen to music, play games, or watch videos.  Larger recreational 

vehicles may come equipped with radios and televisions, stoves and refrigerators, 

and even toilets and showers.  Our highways are paved, and, compared with the  

rest of the world, well-maintained.  If people have a really long trip to make, they 

pile onto an airplane to fly thousands of miles in a matter of hours.  So it’s difficult 

for us to understand the kinds of hassles our biblical parents had traveling on long 

journeys.  God’s people lived in extremely harsh physical conditions, much unlike 

ours today. 
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Our lesson from Mark quotes Isaiah speaking to people who’ve been for- 

ced into Exile from Israel, and marched off to Babylon.  There were no planes or 

trains, buses or cars in those days, so the people had to walk the long difficult jour-

ney: along rough terrain, across deserts, over mountains, and through valleys. They 

prayed for God to find them and bring them back to their homeland.  But they 

believed that in order to reach them, God would have to travel across the same 

rugged terrain.  Once God found them, they’d have to make the same tortuous 

journey back again on the highway home. 

So as Mark echoes the words of the prophet, we hear again what they hoped 

for most—that the way of the Lord might be paved and made smooth, so God 

could find them and they could return home quickly.  Isaiah even talks about mak-

ing highways in the desert—the valleys will be lifted up and the mountains would 

be made low, uneven ground leveled, and the rough places made a plain.  It sounds 

somewhat like the construction of the interstate highway system in the 1950s and 

60s.  The highway home. 

So, back to the gospel once again, we see here another kind of preparation, a 

spiritual one, in John the Baptist who goes out and lives in the wilderness.  He eats 

the food found in the arid climate around the Dead Sea, and follows a strict discip-

line to maintain purity in body, mind, and spirit.  He, too, believes the  Messiah  

is coming, and he wants to be ready in his whole being. 

 
Now here we are, in the Season of Advent, on a journey where the highway 

home leads to Christmas—and beyond.  The journey leads us to Christ, and not 

just to the Babe of Bethlehem, but to the One who will come again and be with us 

on the highway home.  We traveled here today on foot, by public transport, or in 

cars.  After church, we’ll get a hot meal, if not at home, then at a nearby restaurant.   

It would seem that Isaiah and John’s prophecies have been fulfilled.  We’re not  
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only at home in our physical comfort, but we also know that the Messiah has come. 

God has given us everything those ancient people ever longed for.  It’s difficult for 

us to imagine traveling through the biblical wilderness. 

At the same time, some of us came from countries and places like those of 

old, where people live much the same as did our biblical ancestors, and like the 

Israelites, have been persecuted and held hostage, traveled long and treacherous 

roads, been hungry, lonely, and despairing.  All is not right in the world.  As long 

as we live in this interim state, between the first and second comings of Christ, 

we’ll never have complete happiness and contentment.  Even in the midst of our 

comfort, we may feel as if we’re traveling through an emotional or spiritual 

wilderness.   

Yet that was true even in biblical times.  The term in the Bible we translate 

as “wilderness” can describe not only a place, but also a time—especially Israel’s 

40-year period in the wilderness following the Exodus and before the conquest  

of Canaan.  “Wilderness” is also used to describe the Exile in Babylon, when the 

latter chapters of Isaiah were written.  Further, it refers to times of spiritual empti-

ness, times when people don’t know how or when God will save them.  We don’t 

have to go far today to find people who live in a wilderness.  Those who have no 

homes or families at this time of the year.  Some without jobs or friends.  Folks 

who’ve found themselves ill or injured with no hope of recovery.   

Yet surprisingly, there were also those who’ve actively sought the wilder-

ness.  The prophet Elijah went out to discover God’s providence in the wilderness.  

John the Baptist chose to live in the wilderness, as did the Essene community at the 

time of Jesus, who were also preparing for the coming of the Messiah.  The early 

Christian desert fathers, and I’m sure there were desert mothers as well, intention-

ally lived in the wilderness, so as to face the dangers and temptations there, much 

as Jesus did when he retreated into the wilds for 40 days and 40 nights at the begin-
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ning of his ministry.  So to the faithful, the wilderness is also looked upon as a 

place of challenge—a place and time and state where our faith is tested, so we  

can emerge stronger, emotionally and spiritually. 

 
A group of tourists made a visit to the Holy Land one year, and a few of 

them decided to take a 10-day extension of their trip into Egypt.  It wasn’t an easy 

one.  As a matter of fact, it was so exhausting that the tour company later canceled 

it as an option.  They rode by bus from the border of Israel across the Sinai Penin-

sula to the Suez Canal.  It was a long, dry, five-hour trip with nothing much to look 

at except sand.  It was too dangerous for the bus to stop anywhere, which made the 

journey anxious as well.  Once they reached Cairo, they traveled by night train to 

the Aswan Dam, then boarded a cruise boat, where they sailed north to Luxor, and 

then back on another train to Cairo, where the train-windows were so dirty from 

the sand, it was almost impossible to see out.  Back in Cairo, they boarded a bus 

for the five-hour trip back across the arid Sinai Peninsula.  As they napped or look-

ed out of the bus windows into the desert, it suddenly started to rain.  Not just for a 

few minutes, but for hours.  They saw rivers flowing in the desert.  They saw how 

it was possible for people to find hope to survive in the wilderness.  God provided 

signs of life and refreshment for them. 

 
Like the answer to the search for an ancient oasis, our biblical mothers and 

fathers looked to the past for hope when their lives were barren and empty.  Psalm 

85, for instance, begins with a look back, “Lord, you were favorable to your land, 

you restored the fortunes of Jacob.  You forgave the iniquity of the people; you  

pardoned all their sin.”  Since God was faithful in the past, they trusted God to be 

faithful in the present and the future.  “Restore us again, O God of our salvation, 

and put away your indignation toward us.  Will you be angry with us forever? . . .  

Show us your stead-fast love, O Lord, and grant us your salvation.”  Whenever the  
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children of Israel were languishing, parched, and dry, they remembered another 

time—a time when God was faithful.  They trusted that God would once again 

provide them refreshment in the wilderness on the highway home. 

 
As we journey through Advent, we too look for this hope in the deserts of 

our lives.  We remember the cooling waters of our baptism.  We look for the sweet 

wine and bread in the oasis of communion.  We rejoice in the refreshing rivers  

created by the downpour of the Holy Spirit.  When we feel ourselves in the wilder-

ness of life, hungering and thirsting for God, we are reminded that Christ is with us 

on the highway home.  Then, feeling strong and refreshed once more, we continue 

as he journeys with us, for God is with us—Immanuel—the One who has come,  

is come, and will come again!   

 So, here’s a travel song for our Advent journey.   

 
1. Over the freeways and down the streets, / to Immanuel Church we go.* /  

By bus people come, on foot there are some, / and others on the metro, O! / 

 
2. We come excited and expectant, / Singing Advent refrains. /  

We always hear it, sung in the Spirit: / “The Chosen One comes again!” 

 
3. Christ is coming, as he has said, / in clouds as he went away. /  

When it’s hard to cope, we wait in hope, / Jesus comes on Christmas Day.  Hey!  

AMEN! 

 

 

 

 

 

____________________ 

*Or, “to the House of God we go.” 


