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st
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Luke 3, verse 1 . . . In the fifteenth year of the reign of Emperor Tiberius, when Pontius Pilate 

was governor of Judea, and Herod was ruler
*
 of Galilee, and his brother Philip ruler

*
 of the 

region of Ituraea and Trachonitis, and Lysanias ruler
*
 of Abilene, 

2
during the high-priesthood of 

Annas and Caiaphas, the word of God came to John son of Zechariah in the wilderness. 
3
He 

went into all the region around the Jordan, proclaiming a baptism of repentance for the 

forgiveness of sins, 
4
as it is written in the book of the words of the prophet Isaiah, 

 

‘The voice of one crying out in the wilderness: 

“Prepare the way of the Lord, 

   make his paths straight.  
5
 Every valley shall be exalted, 

   and every mountain and hill shall be made low, 

and the crooked shall be made straight, 

   and the rough ways made smooth;  
6
 and all flesh shall see the salvation of God.” ’  

 

Handel’s Messiah contains the very words which we hear in Luke’s Gospel before us this Lords’ 

Day: the words from John the Baptist, as he speaks/echoes the prophet Isaiah, proclaiming: 

“every valley shall be exalted”.  

 

 Handel’s Messiah – as you have heard it – and join in with it -  right here at LAC on December 

16 at our Messiah sing-a-long --  begins with the somber opening chords in the overture of that 

great music, as it places us in the darkness of the exile of the Jews in Babylon, the 6
th
 century  

before Christ, a time and place away from roots, bereft of identity, with no hope for present or 

future . . .  And then the musical line moves higher through that darkness, moved by faith that 

God has not forsaken God’s people, and that a future lies yet ahead. Herein is hope: that God will 

yet act, that God is present and coming to us  . . .  

 
5
 Every valley shall be exalted, 

   and every mountain and hill shall be made low, 

and the crooked shall be made straight, 

   and the rough ways made smooth;  
6
 and all flesh shall see the salvation of God.” 

 

The musical invites a fuller presentation of the Christ story – as a fitting prelude to it all, here as 

we are at the first moments of Advent. The story has it all – there’s more to the musical that is 

the Christmas story -  captured by the carols, angel’s anthems, along with Handel’s great refrains 

. . .  
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There’s the angels’ announcement to the young woman Mary: the coming attraction of the child 

to be born. The trek of Mary, and Joseph, to whom she is engaged, as they go from Nazareth to 

Bethlehem in Judea because that’s where Joseph was born. And the Caesars – the Roman 

occupiers there in Judea – who have decreed that the whole realm should be taxed.  

 

And it’s the Empire’s agent in Judea, King Herod, who levies the registration/taxation/ so-called 

administration. Herod who takes so much for himself – ostensibly to make the Empire greater 

again, but pocketing for himself and conivingly political … Fast forward, and it’s Herod, who 

claims to the Magi, who travel from afar, that he - Herod - is eager to come worship the new 

born child king: “just let me know where.” The Magi never come back to him. But Herod – just 

like the Pharoah of old –seeks and finds and eliminates all the little ones, in his mind they are 

threats.  But . . .  

 
5
 Every valley shall be exalted, 

   and every mountain and hill shall be made low, 

and the crooked shall be made straight, 

   and the rough ways made smooth;  
6
 and all flesh shall see the salvation of God.” 

 

And just as all 4 Gospels begin the story of Jesus’ ministry with the witness of John the Baptist, 

the oratorio of Handel’s Messiah also begins with John, echoing those words of Isaiah,  

announcing the coming of God’s Annointed.  

 

And we are moved by the music of the Messiah which heralds the coming, the chorus builds, as 

the tenor aria escalates and continues the poetic imagery of the highway: “Every valley shall be 

exalted . . .  and every mountain and hill made low. And the crooked shall be made straight, and 

the rough ways made plain.”  

 

Those very same words rang out in the “I Have A Dream” speech of Martin Luther King . . . 

every valley exalted, crooked made straight, rough places made plain . .”  And the glory of the 

Lord shall be revealed . . .  That is our hope. That is our faith . . . and with this faith – said Dr. 

King -- we will be able to hew out of a mountain of despair a stone of faith.” 

 

That proclamation of God revealed, God coming, is made in a time facing despair, despondency, 

hopelessness . . . then, and now . . .  

 

 

The scripture passage in Luke - to mark that time - begins with a certain “who’s who” list of the 

rulers: It reads, “there in the time of  . . . Tiberius, Pliate, Herod, Annas and Caiaphas . . .” all of 

them – a roster of “who’s in charge” . . .   

John doesn’t simply live in the time of that cast of characters; rather his faith and testimony 

challenge their authority  

 

Indeed, it’s a time of a particular history, to show that – then as now – Christ comes to us in 

distinct moments and settings and places in our lives . . .  
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Into the reality of our humanity – we see all of that in the Christmas story – in the places and 

parts and people – Christ comes.   

 

Here in Advent, we mark the first coming with remembrance and celebration.  And, the beautiful 

thing about Advent is that we also anticipate/hope for the coming again and again . . . God’s 

breaking through, entering in, coming to us . . .   

Hope is the vision of God’s future alive in our imagination. It is intrinsic to our being human. 

But  hope’s staying power is strengthened through practice. The habit of hope is like singing. . .  

“every valley shall be exalted” . . .  it develops – hope does – as we train ourselves to see what 

God sees – like a prophetic proclamation 

 a wolf lying down with the lamb,  

the desert teaming with flowers, old  bodies bursting with new life,  

children not afraid but fearless, crooked places made straight,  

a planet not at risk but ripe,  

judgements not based on the color of our skin, or the sound of our voice, but the content of our 

character .  . .      

rough places made smooth, 

Crooked places made straight 

Broken made whole  

can you see it? 

Our faith is the practice of Hope. If these feel like hard and challenging times to you, remember 

that Jesus came to humanity and comes to us now in Advent, as a light in the darkness. Jesus 

shows us the ways of compassion.  When the attractions of this world distract you from the ways 

of Christ, think of the angels who call our amazed attention to the baby boy in the manger. When 

it feels like predators are breathing down hard, look to the prophet who promises that yes – the 

rough places will be made plain.  

Our job is to keep our faith by practicing hope and living as beacons of Christ’s love.  

Here’s hoping. 

 

In Christ, Amen.  

Every valley shall be exalted, 

   and every mountain and hill shall be made low, 

and the crooked shall be made straight, 

   and the rough ways made smooth;  
6
 and all flesh shall see the salvation of God.” ’  

 

 


