
Prepare the Way of the Lord

I remember as a boy when Dwight D. Eisenhower initiated the Interstate Highway System.
Interstate 10 was our “contribution” to that system: The beautiful oaks on North Claiborne Ave
had to be sacrificed for the concrete overpasses, many beautiful, historic houses in Lakeview
came down, the waterway of the Basin Street Canal became the Pontchartrain Expressway,  a
ribbon of concrete stretched west clear across the Bonnet Carré Spillway toward Baton Rouge,
and a long roadway to the east was constructed,  a roadway which included the “high rise” over
the Industrial Canal as well as the 6 mile “Twin Spans” over Lake Pontchartrain. Plans for a
“riverfront expressway” were rejected as many thought that would ruin the skyline of the city.
All of this was presented to us as hope for the future, as a way of bringing New Orleans out of
isolation and opening us up to the whole country.

As we listen to the readings this Sunday, we hear the prophet Baruch getting excited about
“every lofty mountain being made low, and the age-old depths and gorges being filled to level
ground.” John the Baptist recalls the words of the prophet Isaiah, crying out to: “Prepare the
way of the Lord,” proclaiming that, “Every valley shall be filled, and every mountain and hill
made low. The winding roads shall be made straight, and rough ways made smooth.”

These highway plans were traditionally understood to be about preparing a path for the return
of the captives who were living in exile in Babylon.  Baruch ben Neriah reads the book of 'these
words' before the Israelites in Babylon, and then sends that book (together with collected funds) to
be read in Jerusalem. His message animates the downhearted people in Jerusalem, telling them:
“Look to the East, and see your children gathered from the east and the west at the word of the
Holy One, rejoicing that they are remembered by God.”  He goes on to recall for them that “they
were led away on foot by their enemies…but God will bring them back to you, borne aloft in
glory as on royal thrones.”

The responsorial Psalm, Psalm 126, gives us a glimpse into the joyful reaction of the people. The
psalmist writes: “When the Lord brought back the captives to Zion, we were like men dreaming.
Then our mouth was filled with laughter, and our tongue rejoicing.”

Another verse of the psalm has been beautifully put to music in the song Bringing in the
Sheaves. “Although they go forth weeping, carrying the seed to be sown, they shall come back
rejoicing, carrying their sheaves.”

These themes are key themes of advent: future hope during a dark present, and God coming to
the rescue through direct intervention in human history. And of course, this helps us to
understand the advent hope which is generated through the Baptist’s cry to “Prepare the way of
the Lord.” So let us pray for the gift of hope. We certainly could use a little hope in these days of
negativity and divisiveness. Let’s make this one of the best Christmases ever.
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