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Advent – Advent-ure Four – Wondering - Wandering  

Circles, Cul de Sacs and Christmas 

 

Isaiah 40:1-11; Mark 1: 1-8 

[1] Comfort, comfort my people, says your God. [2] Speak tenderly to Jerusalem, and cry to 

her that her warfare is ended, that her iniquity is pardoned, that she has received from the 

LORD's hand double for all her sins. [3] A voice cries: 

"In the wilderness prepare the way of the LORD, make straight in the desert a highway for our 

God. [4] Every valley shall be lifted up, and every mountain and hill be made low; the 

uneven ground shall become level, and the rough places a plain. [5] And the glory of the 

LORD shall be revealed, and all flesh shall see it together, for the mouth of the LORD has 

spoken." [6] A voice says, "Cry!" And I said, "What shall I cry?" All flesh is grass, and all its 

beauty is like the flower of the field. [7] The grass withers, the flower fades, when the breath 

of the LORD blows upon it; surely the people is grass. [8] The grass withers, the flower fades; 

but the word of our God will stand for ever. [9] Get you up to a high  mountain, O Zion, 

herald of good tidings; lift up your voice with strength, O Jerusalem, herald of good tidings, 

lift it up, fear not; say to the cities of Judah, "Behold your God!" [10] Behold, the Lord GOD 

comes with might, and his arm rules for him; behold, his reward is with him, and his 

recompense before him.  [11] He will feed his flock like a shepherd, he will gather the lambs 

in his arms, he will carry them in his bosom, and gently lead those that are with young. 

 

 Mark 1:1-8 

[1] The beginning of the gospel of Jesus Christ, the Son of God.  [2] As it is written in Isaiah the 

prophet, "Behold, I send my messenger before thy face, who shall prepare thy way; [3] the 

voice of one crying in the wilderness: Prepare the way of the Lord, make his paths straight -- " 

[4] John the baptizer appeared in the wilderness, preaching a baptism of repentance for the 

forgiveness of sins.  [5] And there went out to him all the country of Judea, and all the people 

of Jerusalem; and they were baptized by him in the river Jordan, confessing their sins.  [6] 

Now John was clothed with camel's hair, and had a leather girdle around his waist, and ate 

locusts and wild honey.  [7] And he preached, saying, "After me comes he who is mightier 

than I, the thong of whose sandals I am not worthy to stoop down and untie.  [8] I have 

baptized you with water; but he will baptize you with the Holy Spirit." 
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Prayer for Illumination 

Lord in this time of holy anticipation, regardless where we find ourselves in the wilderness, we 

pray that you will raise in our hearts exultation, wonder, and thanksgiving for all that you give 

and all that you ask of us.  Amen. 

 

CIRCLES 

The late Fred Craddock, was a distinguished professor of preaching and New Testament at 

Emory University; a true southern gentleman; and among the finest preachers and storytellers 

of recent times.  He tells a whimsical tale about a greyhound.  He begins: I have never been 

to the greyhound races, but I have seen them on television.  They have these beautiful, big 

old dogs, (I personally think they are lanky and ugly) … they run that mechanical rabbit 

around the ring, and these dogs just run, exhausting themselves chasing it. When those dogs 

get to where they can't race, the owners put a little ad in the paper, and if anybody wants 

one for a pet, they can have it, otherwise they're going to be destroyed."  "I was in a house 

not long ago where they'd adopted a dog that had been a racer … One of the kids in the 

family, just a toddler, was pulling on its tail, and a little older kid had his head over on that old 

dog's stomach, used it for a pillow. That dog just seemed so happy, and I said to the dog, 

'Un, are you still racing any?'" “No, no,” the dog said. “I don’t race anymore.”  “Do you miss 

the glitter and excitement of the track?” “No,” he replied. “Well, what was the matter? Did 

you get too old to race?” “No, I still had some race in me.”  “Well, what then? Did you not 

win?” “I won over a million dollars for my owner.” “Well, what was it? Bad treatment?” “Oh, 

no,” the dog replied. “They treated us royally when we were racing.” “Did you get 

crippled?” “No.” “Then why?” I pressed. He said, “I quit.” “You quit?” “Yes, I quit.” “Why did 

you quit?” “I discovered that what I was chasing was not really a rabbit, and I quit.” He 

looked at me, and he said, “All that chasing, all that running around, running and running 

and running, and what was I chasing? It wasn’t even real.” The dog put his head back down 

so that he could be a better pillow for the little boy.[i] 

Have you spent any part of your life chasing fake rabbits? Have you ever been in pursuit of 

that which isn’t real, satisfying or authentic?  Have you ever felt like you keep going in circles 

chasing, chasing, chasing?  Most of us have been there and done that at some point in life.  

Maybe you find that to be the case for you now. 

My observation is that all the commercial aspects of this time of year can easily get us 

running in circles.  What the retail world calls Black Friday turns shoppers into aggressive 

animals stampeding stores for goods and trampling people. 

Did you know that before 1939, Thanksgiving was always on November 30, but 10 years after 

the Great Depression, the head of Federated Department Stores convinced President 

Roosevelt to move it up to November 23 so that there would be at least 30 shopping days 

between Thanksgiving and Christmas. 

It worked so well that in 1941, Congress decreed that Thanksgiving would always be the 

fourth Thursday in November. "The National Retail Federation estimated that U.S. consumers 

plunked down $687.9 billion last holiday season, or better than $4,000 a household."  That’s 

twice the GNP of Ireland.[1]   Did you know that Wal-Mart’s sales income in 2017 topped 

$485 billion which is larger than all but 30 of the world’s nations?[1]  

 



Did you know that in 1828 it was Christmas that finally convinced New York City that it 

needed its first professional police force? New York’s finest were first recruited to counter the 

wassailing hooligans who at Christmastime would invade the homes of the rich to demand 

food and drink and gifts in a sort of extreme version of Trick-or-Treat. 

The outstanding Yale University theologian Miroslav Volf writes: 

“We are drowning in a flood of consumer goods. . . drenched in showers of media images. . . 

We have lost the vision of the good life, and our hopes for the future have been emptied of 

moral content.” 

He singles out the mainline church for particular criticism saying that we appear to be 

incapable, in this modern day, of producing an alternate set of values for participants to live 

by, and as beacons of light for the rest of the world. 

“If we can neither state what the gospel is with its compelling demands, and if we have no 

clear notion of what constitutes the good life God would have us live, then we are more or 

less going to be floating along like jellyfish with the tide.”1  

Do you feel like you are going in circles chasing something that is not real?  Do you feel like a 

jellyfish floating with the tide?  Do you feel like you are travelling down one dead end road 

after another? 

 

Cul de Sac 

Do you know that Cul de Sac (which is a fancy term for a dead end street) is a French word 

that literally means ‘bottom of the bag’?  Is there anyone here who somewhere along the 

line turned the corner and wandered onto another one of life’s cul de sacs? Do any of you 

find yourselves at the bottom of the bag? Wordsworth puts it this way: “The world is too much 

with us; late and soon, getting and spending, we lay waste our powers; we have given our 

hearts away…”[1]   

Isaiah wrote to those who had turned down life’s Cul de Sacs and who had chased around 

in circles.  Roads in the ancient world were narrow and twisting.  Whenever royalty would 

visit, the road was made ready.  They would straighten out all the crooked paths; level the 

hills, fill in potholes, repair broken bridges, make the road straight.   

Isaiah’s poetic oracle and the beginning of Mark’s Gospel are addressed to communities in 

crisis. And in both, there is a call to get ready for a great event that will bring deliverance 

and restoration to the nation. At the onset Mark announces good news.  That’s the title he 

gives to his work: “The beginning of the good news of Jesus the Messiah, the Son of God.” 

 

Christmas 

The first word of both Isaiah and Mark to their communities in crisis was a word of good news, 

a word of hope, a word of consolation.  Both began their message by saying, “God is 

coming to save us. God hasn’t forgotten us. God is going to restore us.” But their second 

word is:  We’ve got to get ready. We’ve got to prepare the way. We’ve got to level the hills 

and fill in the potholes and straighten out the crooked places.  We need to make some 

changes.  There is a Spanish proverb that says: “We build the road by walking…” Build a road 



that does not take you in circles or down another one of life’s Cul de Sacs …   This is a 

message that God’s people always need to hear, but hardly ever want to hear, whether in 

Babylonian exile, or as a dispossessed community under the heel of imperial Rome, or even 

as a group of rather more comfortable exiles in Pittsford.  Christmas.  Christ’s Mass.  The 

incarnation of Jesus Christ is the alternative to all the inauthentic chasing around in circles; to 

all of life’s Cul de Sacs; to any crisis you may encounter.  

As we serve to comfort the wounded, restore the weary, disarm the angry and guide the 

confused, we can rest assured that deeds of love and mercy will rescue us from life’s cul de 

sacs and validate our pursuit of that which is authentic and real. Therein one may encounter 

true wonder as one wanders. 

 

Closing prayer 

God of all who wander, we have come through many deserts; we have endured them all.  

And now we see the Light that the Holy Child sheds upon our path.  We worship him, offering 

the treasure of our hearts.  God, be our guiding light.  Dispel all darkness, and let the good 

news shine in our lives in word and deed.  Amen. 

 

  

 

 

1Fred Craddock, “But What About the Weeds?” in The Cherry Log Sermons 

(Louisville:Westminster John Knox Press, 2001), p. 30. 

  

 


