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For God has ordered that every high mountain and the everlasting hills be made low and the 
valleys filled up, to make level ground... 

In the name... 
How does God act? I think this is one of the central questions we are asked to contemplate 

during Advent. How does God act? What are his activities like? After all, that’s what we are 
waiting for right now, isn’t it? We are waiting for God to act; we are waiting for his Incarnation, 
God’s decisive, self-revealing activity of being forever with and for us. So how does God act? 
This is really another way of asking what God is like, isn’t it? What is the character of the God 
who acts in thus and such ways? We know God by way of his activities, and, in them, we discern 
the character and qualities of the one who acts. So paying attention to how God has acted — and 
how God continues to act — in the world is one of the chief ways in which we pay attention to 
God and what he is like. 

There are no shortage of contenders, all of which have considerable biblical pedigree: God’s 
activity is variously characterized by love, power and might, mercy, wisdom, salvation, goodness, 
justice. All certainly true descriptions of how God acts, and worthy of our contemplation during 
this Advent season. 

In addition to those, I want to name newness as a quality of God’s activities this morning. 
Newness seems to me frequently invoked — by us and by the biblical authors — to describe how 
God acts, and yet is rarely considered. In our current context, for instance, newness comes up all 
the time in debates about shifting or evolving social teaching within the Church: one often hears 
it reported that “God is doing a new thing.” Or more personally when considering one’s spiritual 
or devotional life, isn’t it newness that regularly calls attention to the reality that God is acting? A 
new desire or awareness or calling or grief signals that God is at work, inviting us into something 
new. 

Newness is indeed a hallmark of God and God’s activity in the world; Holy Scripture is full of 
it as well. The psalmist enjoins us to sing to God a new song1; Lamentations tells us that God’s 
mercies are new every morning.2 Ezekiel looks toward the time when God will give to his people 
a new heart and put a new spirit within them.3 St. Paul frequently describes the covenant God has 
made in Jesus as a new covenant4, and Jesus warns us again storing new wine in old wine skins.5 
He even tells us that his blood, pour out and shared with us in the Holy Eucharist is a new 
covenant.6 

And yet, when we consider how God has acted — and how God continues to act — in new 
ways, we always run the danger of conflating “new” with “different.” It is an easy mistake and an 
ever-present temptation, one that leads to a good deal of confusion. For God is undoubtedly 
always doing a new tiling, but as far as I can tell, God is never doing a different thing. Today’s 
lessons are profoundly good examples. 

                                                
1 Psalm 33:3 
2 Lamentations 3:23 
3 Ezekiel 36:26 
4 2 Corinthians 3:6 
5 Mark 2:22 
6 Luke 22:20 
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As the prophet Baruch tells us this morning, Israel had long waited and prayed for God’s 
promised deliverance. Writing during the time of the Babylonian exile, Baruch prophesies in this 
morning’s Old Testament lesson that God will restore the fortunes of Israel, bringing those who 
had been exiled to the East and West back to Jerusalem by straight and level paths prepared for 
them by the hand of God: 

For they went out from you on foot, led away by their enemies; 
but God will bring them back to you, 
carried in glory, as on a royal throne. 

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. 
It is important to remember: deliverance and salvation for Israel were not only spiritual in 

character; they were intensely political and geographic. The people of God had suffered, 
generation and generation, at the hands of their more powerful neighbors. The free, united, 
independent Kingdom of Israel —what they came to believe God had long promised — latest 
perhaps only 75 years. What followed was an extended period of humiliation and imperial 
conquest. Whether from Assyrians, Babylonians, Persians, or Greeks — more powerful, empire-
minded neighbors had long claimed Jerusalem by military force for their own: taking what was 
valuable to them, destroying what was not, and displacing the people of God from the land given 
to them after their long captivity in Egypt. So when the prophets of old were proclaiming God’s 
impending salvation, they weren’t offering spiritual advice about how Israelites could have their 
best life now or practice the presence of God; they were promising that God would orchestrate 
political and military means to crush their oppressors and make a way for those held in captivity 
abroad to return to Jerusalem to rebuild its walls and Temple. This would necessarily be 
turbulent; like an earthquake, God would bring down high mountains and fill in valleys with the 
rubble to make level ground for scattered Israel to travel. And so the people of God waited and 
prayed for a day when God would raise up a deliverer from among them. 

This remained the hope of Israel even until “the fifteenth year of the reign of [the Roman] 
Emperor Tiberius, when Pontius Pilate was governor of Judea;” that is, until the time of this 
morning’s Gospel when John the Baptist, the Forerunner, began his ministry in the wilderness. 
God had told John’s father Zechariah that his son would be the hand of God, his prophet, who 
would prepare the way as Baruch had prophesied. His would be the voice crying in the 
wilderness; filling every valley and making every rough way smooth. 

And so, Israel prayed even more fervently, knowing that their deliverance was at hand. But 
God was indeed up to something new. Because the smooth path was not being prepared for the 
exiled Israelites to return to the land of David; it was instead being prepared for God himself to 
be born amid exile in the city of David. Their deliverance was indeed at hand: he was making 
good on his promise of salvation. Yet it would be in excess of what they could have ever 
imagined and wrought more intimately than they could have ever dared to hope. There would be 
no great military victory that expelled the Romans; there would be no return of those exiled over 
generations. That was all too little for God. Instead, even then, under the nose of the Emperor and 
his governor, God himself was being born among his people to a daughter of Israel. He was 
taking their exile onto himself, raising up a new kind of kingdom in the midst of Roman rule. He 
was making himself their home and the home of all who turn to him. God would not merely 
triumph over the empires that had long oppressed his people, achieving victory by the terms of 
those empires; instead he was beginning a newer and more excellent work in which he would 
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defeat the powers of darkness; the powers of sin and death that animated those kingdoms 
oppressing his people. God would not rebuild the walls of Jerusalem because God was building, 
in his flesh, a Jerusalem without need of walls. God would not rebuild the Temple, because God 
had prepared a new Temple of flesh and blood in the womb of his most blessed Mother. 
Something entirely new and yet not different. 

This, it seems to me, is how God acts. Always new and never different. The newness of God’s 
activity is not characterized by deviating from his plan nor by straying from how he has acted in 
the past. God is not inventive nor novel in those ways; he is constant and faithful to his promises. 
Rather, the newness of God’s activity is reflected in its excess and abundance; God is always 
doing “abundantly far more than all we can ask or imagine.7” The newness of God is located 
precisely in his exorbitant grace; his willingness and desire to always be and give in excess of our 
ability to imagine and anticipate, always overflowing the boundaries of our hopes and dreams. 
Israel asked for a deliverer; how could they have anticipated that God would answer their prayers 
by giving himself in flesh and blood? 

God is always up to something new. God is never up to something different. This is how God 
acts. This is what God is like. 

I have said... 

                                                
1 Ephesians 3:20 


