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Reader: John the Baptist has been arrested and imprisoned. Discouraged and in doubt, he 

sends messengers to ask Jesus: “Are you the one?” Jesus gives an answer to them and everyone 

who is questioning the good news.  

Let us prepare ourselves for the Word of God as it comes to us in the reading of Holy 

Scripture.  

2 When John heard in prison what the Messiah was doing, he sent word by 

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

for another?” 4 Jesus answered them, “Go and tell John what you hear and see: 
5 the 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. 6 And 

blessed is anyone who takes no offense at me.” 7 As 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? 8 What then did you go out to see? Someone 

dressed in soft robes? Look, those who wear soft robes are in royal palaces. 
9 What then did you go out to see? A prophet? Yes, I tell you, and more than a 

prophet. 10 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.’ 11 Truly I tell 

you, among those born of women no one has arisen greater than John the Baptist; 

yet the least in the [kin-dom] of heaven is greater than he. 

 

1 A charming movie came out about a decade ago. Albert Einstein, teaching and researching at 

Princeton, befriends a young mechanic who falls in love with Einstein’s niece. The physics 

genius bends his mind to practicing “attraction at a distance,” helping the young man in his quest 

for love.  

At one point Einstein asks him, “Are you thinking what I am thinking?” 

The mechanic replies, “Well what would be the odds of that happening?”  

What would be the odds? In this universe, rather small. In the mystery of God’s advent, 

the normal laws of physics no longer apply.  

In the mystery of God’s advent, the normal patterns of faith are changing. The normal 

structures of power are thrown out the window. The normal social compact is turned on its head.  

In the mystery of God’s advent, it’s a whole new normal. The kin-dom of God is arriving. 

God’s shalom, which is peace writ large. The here and now of shalom, which is wholeness and 

harmony and justice and joy: that’s what Jesus was declaring and demonstrating.  
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2 But sometimes it can be hard to see that whole new normal. We look for peace. God knows 

there is plenty of evidence of the lack thereof.  

So maybe you and I can understand John’s question: “Are you the one who is to come, or 

are we to wait for another?” Are you the promised Messiah, really?  

Is this whole “church” enterprise — the building, the budget, the missions, the ministry, 

the music — is there really something to this? Or are we following a grand illusion, with the real 

thing yet to come?  

There are plenty of folk who have said “No” to the first, and “Yep” to the second.  

They say, there’s no God, and you can’t prove otherwise.  

They say, There’s no Messiah, and the longing for a Messiah was from naïve 

people who just can’t deal with the troubles of the real world.  

They say, the whole notion that God came to earth is absurd, first because there is 

no God, and second because God being some kind of shape-shifting deity who 

sometimes saves and sometimes doesn’t is beyond ridiculous.  

They say, sure, the Romans practiced a particularly horrific form of murder as 

punishment, but the notion that your guy died on a cross and then was raised up 

just shows your credulity.  

Plenty of people say so. Maybe even most of humanity.  

John’s question was just so dangerous. “Are you the promised One? Or do we keep 

waiting?” Dangerous because to believe that God is in the world and changing the world means 

that you and I are likely to act differently. If you rely on the social order remaining more or less 

the same, status quo, it is dangerous when people start acting as though God is in charge rather 

than the institutions of the state. It’s dangerous when you decide to act as though love is the 

bottom line, instead of profit, because you will be in the minority.  

So John’s question is a tough one: “Are you the one who is to come, or are we to wait for 

another?”  

John had been a true believer. Early in Matthew’s gospel he baptized Jesus. Of all the 

baptisms John did in the Jordan, that one stood out. We heard about it last Sunday. John said to 

the crowds,  

11 “I baptize you with water for repentance, but one who is more powerful 

than I is coming after me; I am not worthy to carry his sandals. He will baptize 

you with[c] the Holy Spirit and fire. 12 His winnowing fork is in his hand, and he 

will clear his threshing floor and will gather his wheat into the granary; but the 

chaff he will burn with unquenchable fire.” 
13 Then Jesus came from Galilee to John at the Jordan, to be baptized by 

him. 14 John would have prevented him, saying, “I need to be baptized by you, and 

do you come to me?” 15 But Jesus answered him, “Let it be so now; for it is proper 

for us in this way to fulfill all righteousness.” Then [John] consented.  

https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Matthew+3&version=NRSV#fen-NRSV-23204c
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So John clearly recognized Jesus as having a greater authority. But a few chapters later, 

in today’s passage, John’s tune had changed. “Are you the one who is to come, or are we to wait 

for another?”  

Perhaps John had been waiting for his own prediction to come true: waiting for Jesus to 

winnow and clear and gather the righteous and burn the rest with unquenchable fire. Perhaps 

Jesus had not acted quickly enough. Maybe you’ve seen that, yourself: you set your hopes in 

someone, and they disappoint you. The campaign promises disappear after the election, that kind 

of thing. You hire experts and find out that they’ve got feet of clay, that really you were hoping 

for a dramatic fix that hasn’t appeared. Shoot, you hired me and two months later we still have 

empty pews, I haven’t gotten to know everybody yet, and I’ve probably disappointed you in 

ways you haven’t yet told me. (Feel free to tell me, by the way.)  

“Are you the one who is to come, or are we to wait for another?”  

Maybe John was unsure about Jesus because his own circumstance had changed so 

drastically. He was in jail. Imprisonment changes a person. You know who has power — the 

guards and the warden. You know who doesn’t — everyone on the outside. Small wonder that 

John doubted.  

Perhaps Jesus isn’t the Messiah you wanted, either. If you were looking for someone 

wielding not a winnowing fork but a magic wand, to cure all disease — to stop all war — to 

prevent the innocent from suffering — you might have the same doubt that John did. You might 

be asking Jesus: “Are you the one who is to come, or are we to wait for another?” 

3 Jesus did not answer directly. That was often true. He surely perceived what was behind 

John’s question — perhaps annoyance that Jesus had not measured up to John’s standards, 

perhaps impatience that the ancient vision of a Messianic realm had not yet been realized, 

perhaps doubt that Jesus was up to the task.  

It was a “yes or no” question (Are you the one who is to come?) but Jesus didn’t answer 

directly with a yes or no. Instead, he said to John’s disciples: “Go and tell John what you hear 

and see: 5 the 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.”  

Go and tell John what you hear and see. Because there are things happening that John’s 

disciples could see and hear. Things are happening, because of God’s Living Word, that you and 

can see and hear — if you pay attention.  

In other words, if you’re looking for the whole world to be set to rights — you stand a 

good chance of not seeing the miracle that is actually happening. The pipeline that would have 

gone under the Missouri River is stopped for now. That doesn’t end the worst practices of the 

fossil fuel industry, but it is an important victory because it came about through the power of 

prayer, the power of non-violence, the power of multiple traditions uniting in defense of sacred 

water and earth.  

If you’re looking for your version of peace on earth to come, you stand a good chance of 

not seeing Jesus’ version of peace on earth. Jesus’ version of peace is often small. Jesus worked 

on an intimate scale. Look at the Christian Center, look at Gould Farm, look at the local 

movement to welcome refugees — those instances where compassion is the rule are Jesus’ 

peace, come to earth.  
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If you’re looking for a cure to wipe out all trace of disease and restore your loved ones to 

the condition you remember from before, you stand a good chance of not seeing the miracle of 

healing that includes both life in God’s embrace and death in God’s embrace. Look for a person 

who dies knowing that she is surrounded by people who love her. Look when a person dies 

tragically, when God’s own self is weeping, and yet the power of love holds the circle of 

mourners together. That’s Christ Jesus at work: the force of love that holds us in life and in 

death.  

4 In these weeks you see through the eyes of Isaiah: the powerful prophetic vision of a new 

heaven and earth.  

You see through the eyes of Joseph, confronted by an angel who causes him to change 

his mind. 

You see through the eyes of Mary, who boldly claims for her own the grace and gift that 

God has given her.  

More deeply still, you see through your own eyes. You see signs of God’s realm. You 

listen for the sound of heavenly messengers. You find small glimmers of joy; you hear thin 

strains of harmony.  

That’s all God needs. It is the realm of shalom you’re seeing and hearing. It is coming. It 

is here.  

In the mystery of God’s advent, it’s a whole new normal. The kin-dom of God is arriving. 

5 In case this is the first sermon you have heard, and just in case it is the last that you ever 

hear, know this: God’s Advent is in your own seeing. God’s Advent is in your own hearing. 

Rejoice, and be exceedingly glad, for God’s new dawn is breaking.  

Amen.  


