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Advent III                                                                          Matthew 11.2-11 

 

Nothing has worked out as this disillusioned prisoner thought it would, and all he has left as 

he paces his cell is an anguished question for the would-be Messiah:  

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

 

If you know John's backstory, his crisis of belief might surprise you. John, whose very 

conception occasioned an angelic visit. John, who leapt in his mother's womb at the first 

glimpse of a pregnant Mary. John was a boy who grew up with prophetic expectations 

ringing in his ears. From an early age, he felt the exhilaration and the burden of his calling as 

“the forerunner.”  He knew he was supposed to preach repentance to everyone who crossed 

his path.  

So he took to the wilderness, dressed himself in camel skins, and lived on grasshoppers and 

wild honey. In due time, he “prepared the way of the Lord,” baptised the Messiah with his 

own hands, and proclaimed the arrival of God’s kingdom to anyone who would listen.   

Before he was even thirty years old.  

 

John's journey moves from certitude to doubt. From boldness to hesitation. From knowing to 

unknowing. From heavenly light to prison cell darkness. In other words, Jesus says: go back 

to John and tell him your stories. Tell him my stories. Tell him what your eyes have seen and 

your ears have heard. Tell him what only the stories - quiet as they are, scattered as they are, 

questionable as they are - will reveal.   

 

The story of John the Baptist is not "okay," as many of our own stories are not okay. The 

prison bars that hold us don't always give way. Our doubts don't always resolve themselves.   

Justice doesn't always arrive in time. Questions don't always receive the answers we hunger 

for. Jesus calls us to see and hear all the stories of the kingdom - and that includes John's 

story, too.   

"Blessed is anyone who takes no offense at me," Jesus says. Offense runs away. Offense 

quits. Offense erects a wall and hides behind it because reality is harsher and more 

complicated than we expected it would be.   

Yes, some stories are terrible. They break hearts and end badly. People flail and people die, 

and this, too, is what the life of faith looks like. Don't take offense.  Don't flee.    

 

John was one of those people - we all know them - who did everything right, and suffered, 

anyway.  He died disillusioned and afraid, unsure of his Messiah.  He suffered a death that 

accomplished nothing.  No one repented.  Nothing changed.  There was no “happily ever 

after.”  As Teresa of Avila purportedly told God,  

“Lord, if this is how you treat your friends, no wonder you have so few!”  

 

What if “the point” of John’s story is to accuse every form of transactional Christianity that 

promises us safety, prosperity, and blessing in exchange for our good behaviour?   

What if our faith isn’t meant to dull our discomfort or blunt our sorrows however much it 

offends our 21st century sensibilities?  
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Maybe we don’t need to cling purpose and meaning on all human experience in order to 

prove our belief.   

Maybe God is more present in the dark abysses of the world’s pain than he is in the sanitised 

narratives we construct about him. An initial step toward making God in our image. 

 

We are invited to honour doubt, despair, and silence as reasonable reactions to a broken 

world.  To create sacred space for grief, to mourn freely, and to rage against injustice.   

To let joy be joy, sorrow be sorrow, horror be horror.  To allow ourselves to feel deeply, 

because God does.    

 

"Are you the one who is coming?" John asked in despair and yearning. 

"You decide," Jesus answered in love.  

 

          Wendy 

 

 

 

 


