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Sermon:  Luke 3: 1-6 (Leveling the playing field)
Rough roads.  I suspect that most of us have driven over some pretty poor excuses for roads in our lives.  While it’s probably not the worst, the one that comes to mind for me is the road out to St. Paul’s cabin on Ferguson Lake, about 25 miles north of here.  The cabin was donated to St Paul’s by Dr. William Phillips in 1996.  The 25 miles is deceptive though.  The first part is fine, following highway 95 north to the Yuma Proving Ground, then continuing through YPG.  Then the road starts to become dicey if you aren’t driving a jeep, or a truck, or something with 4 wheel drive.  Or, according to Fr Michael, the church van.  That somehow is in its element.
But when Paulette and I tackled it in our Dodge Caravan it was a scramble.  There were some pretty good sized hills and valleys, and plenty of rough and crooked stretches.  We came to a halt on one hill, and had to back up to get a running start.  But when you got there it was well worth the trip.  The scenery and the lake are wonderful.  The cabin is very rustic, and the area is beautifully undeveloped.  The youth go there from time to time.  My goal is to have our vestry retreat there someday.  As soon as we get the rats out of the cabin.  Just kidding.  There really aren’t any rats out there.
On the second and third Sundays in Advent each year, the gospels focus on John the Baptist.  And in all four gospels, John the Baptist is associated with the words from Isaiah 40:3, “A voice cries out: ‘In the wilderness prepare the way of the Lord, make straight in the desert a highway for our God.”  But it is only in Luke, in our gospel lesson for today, that the subsequent verses from Isaiah are included:  “Every valley shall be filled, and every mountain and hill shall be made low; and the crooked shall be made straight, and the rough ways made smooth; and all flesh shall see the salvation of God.
The commentator William Barclay tells us that when a king planned to tour a part of his dominion, he sent a courier before him to tell the people to prepare the roads for him.  So there was a literal sense in making uneven ground level and rough places smooth.  But behind this, there was the historical context for the Isaiah passage.
It is widely accepted among Biblical scholars that chapter 40 of Isaiah was written while the people of Israel were in exile in Babylon.  The cities of Judah were desolate, the Temple laid in ruins, and Cyrus of Persia was hailed as Yahweh’s shepherd.  The year was around 540 BC, with Cyrus having defeated the Babylonians at the battle of Opis.

The “way of the Lord” rings in what is called Second Isaiah.  “I will lead the blind by a road they do not know, by paths they have not known I will guide them.  I will turn the darkness before them into light, the rough places into level ground.  These are the things I will do, and I will not forsake them.”
  Later Isaiah says, “I am about to do a new thing; now it springs forth, do you not perceive it?  I will make a way in the wilderness and rivers in the desert.”
  The way of the Lord is clear – it is the journey home.
This was the context of the Isaiah passage.  We hear it again in our lesson from the book of Baruch.  “For God has ordered that every high mountain and the everlasting hills be made low and the valleys filled up, to make level ground, so that Israel may walk safely in the glory of God.

The book of Baruch is part of what we call the Apocrypha.  The Apocrypha, which means “hidden things,” is included in our Bibles between the OT and the NT.  It is  another example of the Anglican heritage as the via media.  The RC church accepts the Apocrypha as fully canonical, while most Protestant churches exclude these books from their Bibles.  We take a middle road.  We distinguish between the Holy Scriptures, which are the books of the OT and NT, and the Apocrypha as a collection of additional books written by people of the Old Covenant and used in the Christian Church.  These books were included in the Greek Septuagint, the Bible used in Jesus’ day, but not considered part of the Jewish canon of scripture.
The book of Baruch was probably written between 200 and 60 BC, although it is set during the Babylonian captivity.  Again it is interesting to note the historical context when Baruch was written.  The Persian Empire ended with the conquest of Alexander the Great, and when he died in 323 BC his empire was divided among his warring generals:  Seleucus, king of Syria, and Ptolemy, king of Egypt.  While relations began well between the Seleucid ruler Antiochus III and Judah, things went downhill quickly under Antiochus IV Epiphanes.  There was a political struggle for the office of high priest, an attempt at plundering the golden vessels of the Temple, and suppression of the Jews by Antiochus.  This led to the Maccabean revolt, which expelled the Seleucid army in 142 BC.
It was perhaps this triumph over the Seleucid army that brought to life the text of Baruch 5, of leveling mountains and valleys for the safe passage of Israel.
Then we come to the time of John the Baptist.  The conquest of Judea by Rome took place in 63 BC, but they had enjoyed considerable freedom under Herod the Great.  His successors were not as adept, and in 6 AD direct Roman rule of Judea began.  Once again Israel longed for God’s deliverance, seeking the straight paths that had led them from the oppression of Babylon and Syria in days past.

But with John there is a different meaning to making a straight path for the Lord.  It is not a physical leveling of roads, it is not the leveling of conquering empires.  It is the leveling of heart.  It is making a straight path for God through repentance for the forgiveness of sins.

It is a leveling of want.  As we will hear next Sunday, John charges the person with two coats to share with the one lacking any.  The person with food to share with the one without.  John’s straight path levels the power of soldiers to extort, and of tax collectors to exact more than the amount prescribed.  It is a leveling of justice.

The phrase that comes to mind for me is the leveling of the playing field.  Now I was sure that there was some interesting bit of history behind the expression.  But I found nothing in Bartlett’s Quotations.  Undaunted, I was certain the internet would have some reference to the playing fields of Eaton or some such.
After much digging I found one explanation, by Gary Martin.  Who writes, “This phrase clearly alludes to the requirement for fairness in games which are played from end to end and where a slope would give one team an advantage, e.g., football.  The figurative use of the phrase isn’t especially old and the first record I can find of it is from the Tyrone Daily Herald, January 1977: ‘Our philosophy is that we have no problem competing with the mutual savings banks if they start from the level playing field.’”  The quote was from John Bolger, a lobbyist for the US Bankers Association.

Not exactly the rich context I had imagined.  Here’s another attempt.  I remember seeing a program once about the way a ground crew prepared a baseball diamond.  And their concern was far from making it a level playing field.  They wanted to help their team win.  Playing a bit close with the rules, the 1st and 3rd baselines could be “ever so slightly” angled to make bunts run either fair or foul.  Depending on the running speed and stealing record of the visiting team.
I think we are all kind of like this.  We want to be fair, but we also want to win.  We like to think that we support a level playing field, but we don’t want to lose the home field advantage.  I think we see this especially clearly when it comes to education.  We like to talk about higher education as the path of economic advancement.  The road whereby the children of the poor, of immigrants, can work their way up the economic ladder.  We point with pride at those who succeed against the odds through hard work at school.
Yet when it comes to our children’s education, we want every advantage we can get.  I know Paulette and I did.  We examined the public school evaluations down to the decimal level before deciding where to buy a home in CA.
The playing field is not level, and I’m not sure the best of us would want it otherwise.  Our recent mission trip to Puerto Peñasco, aka Rocky Point Mexico, brought this home to me.  With all the work we did, the Sanchez family is still without electricity, without heat, without running water or indoor plumbing, without insulation, without a kitchen.
But we did what we could, and we will do it again.  Because the playing field is so far out of whack that a blind person can see it.  God calls us to level the playing field of our world and of our lives.  Think of God’s view of the world.  God must see mountains of pride, mountains of money.  Valleys of hopelessness, despair, and alienation.  Crookedness of theft and adultery and lying and cheating.  Roughness of a lack of care or concern for the suffering of others.
So what are your mountains, your valleys?  Where are you crooked, where are you rough?  And do you care?  Are you willing to change?  I ask myself the same questions.  Depressing, as a priest, I must say.  But I am convinced of one thing.  We have a better chance working together than alone.
I learned some lessons from building that home in Puerto Peñasco.  Some can hammer a nail that is bent; some of us just hammer our thumbs.  Some can put up stucco with ease.  Some just make valleys and mountains of stucco on the tar paper.  Some can make concrete level and smooth.  For others the very stones cry out in the foundation.  But working together the rough places become smooth; the crooked, straight; the hills and valleys, level.  As we prepare a place for our Lord.
We have to, for he comes soon and needs a place to stay.  There will be no running water, or insulation, or heat, or bathroom or kitchen.  As if to tell us, “See, I am about to do a new thing; now it springs forth, do you not perceive it?  I will make a way in the wilderness and rivers in the desert.”
  Leveling our hearts; leveling our world.
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