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Text: Isaiah 35:1-10; Luke 1:47-55; James 5:7-10; and Matthew 11:2-11

Isaiah 35:1-10
The wilderness and the dry land shall be glad, the desert shall rejoice and 

blossom; like the crocus 2it shall blossom abundantly, and rejoice with joy and 
singing. The glory of Lebanon shall be given to it, the majesty of Carmel and 
Sharon. They shall see the glory of the Lord, the majesty of our God. 3Strengthen 
the weak hands, and make firm the feeble knees. 4Say to those who are of a fear-
ful heart, “Be strong, do not fear! Here is your God. He will come with vengeance, 
with terrible recompense. He will come and save you.”

5Then the eyes of the blind shall be opened, and the ears of the deaf un-
stopped; 6then the lame shall leap like a deer, and the tongue of the speechless 
sing for joy. For waters shall break forth in the wilderness, and streams in the 
desert; 7the burning sand shall become a pool, and the thirsty ground springs of 
water; the haunt of jackals shall become a swamp, the grass shall become reeds 
and rushes. 8A highway shall be there, and it shall be called the Holy Way; the un-
clean shall not travel on it, but it shall be for God’s people; no traveler, not even 
fools, shall go astray. 9No lion shall be there, nor shall any ravenous beast come 
up on it; they shall not be found there, but the redeemed shall walk there. 10And 
the ransomed of the Lord shall return, and come to Zion with singing; everlast-
ing joy shall be upon their heads; they shall obtain joy and gladness, and sorrow 
and sighing shall flee away.

James 5:7-10
7Be patient, therefore, beloved, until the coming of the Lord. The farmer 

waits for the precious crop from the earth, being patient with it until it receives 
the early and the late rains. 8You also must be patient. Strengthen your hearts, 
for the coming of the Lord is near. 9Beloved, do not grumble against one another, 
so that you may not be judged. See, the Judge is standing at the doors! 10As an 
example of suffering and patience, beloved, take the prophets who spoke in the 
name of the Lord.
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Matthew 11:2-11
2When John heard in prison what the Messiah was doing, he sent word by 

his disciples 3and said to him, “Are you the one who is to come, or are we to wait 
for another?” 

4Jesus answered them, “Go and tell John what you hear and see: 5the blind 
receive their sight, the lame walk, the lepers are cleansed, the deaf hear, the dead 
are raised, and the poor have good news brought to them. 6And blessed is anyone 
who takes no offense at me.”

7As they went away, Jesus began to speak to the crowds about John: “What 
did you go out into the wilderness to look at? A reed shaken by the wind? 8What 
then did you go out to see? Someone dressed in soft robes? Look, those who wear 
soft robes are in royal palaces. 9What then did you go out to see? A prophet? Yes, 
I tell you, and more than a prophet. 10This is the one about whom it is written, 
‘See, I am sending my messenger ahead of you, who will prepare your way before 
you.’ 11Truly I tell you, among those born of women no one has arisen greater 
than John the Baptist; yet the least in the kingdom of heaven is greater than he.”

I wonder if it was night or day, John the Baptist I mean, in his prison cell, 
pacing back and forth? That’s how I imagine him I guess. I don’t suppose he 
expected to be in prison at this stage.

Is John the Baptist doubting the Messiahship of Jesus? 
He has been playing an ordained role in this journey as preparer of the 

way and here he finds himself in prison. It would be expected for doubts to 
creep in.

Obviously the lectionary readings today actually jump us forward in the 
life of Jesus here. We get out of the historical sequence of the lead up to Jesus’ 
birth in order to hear the question of John concerning the nature and purpose 
and very definition of Messiah. 

Remember then that before this point in the story, John has baptized 
Jesus, the dove has descended, and a voice from heaven has come and identi-
fied Jesus as the Son of God. 
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We assume therefore that much of their lives and ministry has occurred. 
It would seem that we are past this basic question about Jesus and whether he 
is the Messiah.

It would seem that John’s own experiences with Jesus would answer this 
question, but the doubts creep in for John as he paces that prison cell.

John the Baptist’s own followers come to see him in prison, and John 
hears what is happening on the outside with Jesus. 

Even after hearing what Jesus is doing, he asks, “Are you the one to 
come, Jesus, or are we to wait for another?”

After all this is not the sort of Messiah anyone expected. 
Is this what it is, or have I wasted my life here? 
Are you the One to come or are we to wait for another?
In so many words, in one form or another, people have asked this ques-

tion for centuries. In some form or another, we ask this question. 
Trapped in prison cells of some form or another, we wonder —
What can we expect from the Messiah?  
Who is this Jesus and is he it? 
What does this Messiah, this Anointed One of God, this Savior mean 

exactly?
It has been my life experience and yours that there is much that we sim-

ply and painfully endure. John Baptist was ultimately martyred. People suffer, 
people endure unspeakable tragedy. Pain is a deep part of the human experi-
ence, and it doesn’t go away. It just takes a break for a while and reappears.

Is it too much to ask to hope for a Messiah in the same way John and 
the early disciples expected one — a political leader, a public leader, a reform 
agent within Judaism. Whatever the expectation was, is it too much to ask that 
Jesus take a role front and center in the formal circles of power?

They would have liked this Messiah to come save their politics and their 
problems. We’d like something like that too wouldn’t we?

Is it too much to ask God that the Messiah might make a faster, deeper, 
impact. Is this what it is or is there a grander solution, a larger stage?
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In the midst of our celebratory season of Advent and Christmas with all 
of its trappings, John the Baptist helps us get to the heart of the matter of Mes-
siah and its meaning.

Is this Jesus the One or are we to wait for another? 
Like many, I have been deeply moved by the story of Michael Morton. 

Morton is the Texas man who was wrongfully convicted in the death of his wife 
and spent 25 years in prison until his release two years ago. 

There is a documentary film on his story. Morton is honest about the 
range of emotions that he felt over that time period, including vengeance, grief 
and the rest. He experienced of course the loss of his wife but by his imprison-
ment, the loss of relationship with his only child for those years, and his strug-
gles with faith.

Put in the words of John the Baptist and not his, Morton must have es-
sentially wondered, what can I expect from God? 

What are our expectations for Jesus? 
What do we hope to see and experience this or any season?
An answer comes from Jesus. It’s not necessarily a straight answer to 

John the Baptist’s question — Look around Jesus says. The prophet Isaiah’s 
words are being fulfilled and add to it that people are being raised from the 
dead. 

It’s grassroots rather than top down. It’s from the ground up, this revo-
lution. It is trickle up, not trickle down. It’s meek, humble, powerless in the 
worldly sense. The Messiah works at the edges of society, not at the center. The 
Messiah works at the grittiest level, not always in the centers of official power.  
The Anointed One comes first to the least of them.

Examples, Signs of the Messiah’s work given here are person by person, 
life by life, but by virtue of this very underground, fringe revolution, it stirs, 
causes anger up top, it threatens and disrupts. People like John the Baptist go 
to jail, people like Jesus go to jail in this sort of revolution, Christian people 
over the centuries end up going to jail for this sort of rabble rousing.  
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 The work of God in Jesus Christ the Messiah, the Anointed One, is known 
through signs of empowerment, justice, healing, mercy, and miracle, and not 
always through more official or sophisticated means.

The signs Jesus said are around — Look for them.
In January of 2007, The Washington Post videotaped the reactions of 

commuters at a D.C. Metro (subway) stop to the music of a violinist. The over-
whelming majority of the 1,000+ commuters were too busy to stop. A few 
did, briefly, and some of those threw a couple of bills into the violin case of 
the street performer. No big deal, just an ordinary day on the Metro. Except it 
wasn’t an ordinary day. The violinist wasn’t just another street performer; he 
was Joshua Bell, one of the world’s most famous and popular violinists, playing 
his multi-million dollar Stradivarius. Three days earlier he had filled Boston’s 
Symphony Hall with people paying $100/seat to hear him play similar pieces. 
The question the Post author and many others since have asked is simple:

Have we been trained to recognize beauty outside the contexts we 
expect to encounter beauty? Or, to put it another way, can we rec-
ognize great music anywhere outside of a concert hall?
We expect to see signs at church for example, mercies, new life, and all 

the rest. But do we have eyes to see those signs in places we least expect? Per-
haps in the faces of the least of these?

Look all around, Jesus said. It’s already happening.
Michael Morton’s time since his release from prison has been used in 

miraculous ways. He has reconciled with his now-grown son. At the court 
hearing for the prosecutor who did not reveal all the evidence in his trial, Mor-
ton said, “Do what you have to do judge but be lenient on him.”

How does one have the capacity to show grace like that? Sounds like a 
sign to me.

I don’t know if Jesus’ response to John the Baptist was satisfactory or 
whether it feels satisfactory to you, but maybe what John the Baptist was look-
ing for was to know that his work was not in vain, his life was not wasted, that 
he would die for something and not nothing.
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What about you? 
Maybe what we want to hear is whether our efforts at the good and holy, 

however fragile and half-baked they may be, are not in vain, are not wasted. 
Maybe that is what John needed to hear. 
Even as there are already signs of God’s just and merciful reign among us 

to which we can point, it is also not yet here in fullness. Morton still spent 25 
years in prison for something he did not do. And only God knows how many 
others there are.

The desert is still dry in many places, so to speak. The lions of Isaiah’s 
passage are still roaming in our lives and in our world.

This Messiah revolution takes time. It is already experienced in these 
moments of mercy and miracle. But it’s also not yet fully known.  

What’s clear to me by the Gospel account today is that this side of heav-
en, the Messiah revolution if you will is not won just in grand moments and de-
cisive battles, it is like being a farmer. It waits for the rain in due season, as the 
author of the letter of James said. 
 The saint Pierre Chardin said it like this:

 
Above all, trust in the slow work of God

We are quite naturally impatient in everything
to reach the end without delay.
We should like to skip the intermediate stages.
We are impatient of being on the way to something
unknown, something new.  And yet it is the law of all progress
that it is made by passing through some stage of instability —
and that it may take a very long time.  

The author Anthony Padavano says this: “We wait for everything that 
is really worth having. We may wonder why life moves forward step by step, 
moment by moment. If we rush it, it goes wrong. Life has its own time to keep, 
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its own unhurried pace to set. And so we learn to wait. We wait for everything 
that is really worth having. We wait to be born. We wait for love to touch us. 
We wait for life to grow. We even wait for God.”

I love that even with his doubts, the Gospel records that Jesus affirms 
John the Baptist in the second half of our reading. Even with John the Baptist’s 
own questions about Jesus’ identity and role, Jesus affirms John’s identity and 
role: 

This is the one about whom it is written, “See, I am sending my 
messenger ahead of you, who will prepare your way before you.” 
Truly I tell you, among those born no one has arisen greater than 
John the Baptist; yet the least in the kingdom of heaven is greater 
than he.
And so we wait not with hands folded, idle, wandering. We wait more 

like John the Baptist, even in his doubts — pacing, asking, searching, seeking 
Jesus and yes looking for signs of new life. 


