
This is the last we will hear about John the Baptist until we begin the season

of Epiphany on January 8th. In Advent so far we have touched on the

stories of his miraculous birth and his proclamation from the wilderness, but

we don’t get much more from John beyond his question today and the fact

that he asks it from prison.

Jesus heard that John was arrested soon after John had baptized him, but

we don’t know why he was arrested. We’re reminded today that John is in

prison but we don’t learn why until chapter 14. And it’s a strange story

because we hear it explained as backstory to the question we encounter

today: Who is this Jesus? Herod had heard about Jesus and (perhaps

afraid of John’s revenge from beyond the grave) tells his servants, “This is

John the Baptist, raised from the dead.” It’s then we hear why Herod might

have feared John’s return - Herod had arrested him (for criticizing the

marriage of his brother to Herodias), let him languish in jail for fear of the

crowd, and killed him as a prize for the daughter of Herodias.

In our gospel story today we hear from John during that period in jail

before his death. You can hear his languishing in the tone of his question.

Out of that suffering, John sends word to Jesus by his disciples, asking, “Are

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

John’s anxious languishing is understandable. The reports of Jesus that John

was receiving had very little to do with winnowing forks and the burning of

chaff with unquenchable fire. John had hoped for a powerful savior, but

that’s not what John was hearing. So he sends word to Jesus: “Are you the

one we’ve been waiting for or are we to wait for another?”



My Aunt Ruth died this week. She had been sick on and off for a long time,

and had been losing ground for the last few years. Her goal was to live to

her 70th birthday, which she achieved in September of 2021. She even

seemed to rally for a few weeks after that, but it soon turned into a long

year of slow decline, even as her 71st birthday came and went. So it was

after a long few years that early Tuesday morning this week, she died.

I will remember her warmth, her enjoyment of family, and her sense of

humor the most. She was a home-ec. teacher in British Columbia for most of

her career, and much beloved by her students, she had great stories to tell.

As I was growing up, that whole side of the family would get together

every other summer for a family reunion. All the aunts and uncles and their

kids (12 cousins in all eventually) would gather, until those reunions turned

into the cousins’ weddings.

Even as her illness was long and her decline slow, her death carries a

weight to it because she is the first family member of that generation (my

parent’s generation) to die. In that way it seems to bring home the idea

we’ve been rolling around this Advent - a central experience to the season

of Advent, and indeed, the Christian life. It’s that feeling of “in-between”

when what “was” has ended, and what “will be” is not yet clear. Aunt Ruth

had a terminal diagnosis for a long time, and she lived with it in a state of

liminal expectation: No longer “well,” but with life left to live.

Truly, we nor she knew when that hour would come.



Ruth’s life shows me that to be human is to live in that “in-between” space.

Whether it’s a withering marriage, the coming of old age, the growing

frailty of our bodies, or the uninvited transition of your faith community, life

itself is liminal. John, with Ruth and her family, came to know that space

well, and it’s the long-suffering imprisonment of John expressed in his

question that reminds us that living in liminal space is hard, even painful.

I’ve tried to make clear that we are in that space today, Messiah - that we

have been here for some time and will be for maybe years to come. What

has been is ending, and what will be is still emerging. This is a hopeful thing,

appropriate for Advent. But if you feel this with me you know it’s painful.

John gets that pain and Jesus gets that pain. And Jesus' words to John and

to the crowd that we hear in our gospel story today speak words that can

guide us on our way together through this wilderness. So let’s listen to what

we are hearing from Jesus.

John’s question reveals not only the liminal space he is living in as Herod’s

prisoner. It also shows us a common impulse for those in liminal space.

Because liminality brings anxiety, unsteadiness and uncertainty, we reach

for certainty. Sometimes that looks like trying to return to what was,

reaching back into what has clearly ended. Sometimes it is a desperate

scramble for firm answers. For us that looks like the “ossification” of faith.

Whatever it looks like, the thing about certainty is that it’s a fleeting thing.

Do you see John reaching for certainty from his liminal space? A sense that

a straight answer from Jesus will sustain him through his suffering? Do you

feel yourself feeling the uneven ground of this time, and reaching for

something firm to hold onto?



Jesus hears John’s desire for certainty but doesn’t give in. Though he could,

he doesn’t end John’s anxiety by saying “Yes, I’m the one you’ve been

waiting for.” Instead, he sends John’s disciples home: “Go and tell John what

you hear and see.” Tell him what’s happening. Bring him the truth “on the

ground.” Why would Jesus not give John the certainty he’s after? Because

John is right where he needs to be - not in jail, but in the question.

Jesus’ reply to John (in the face of John’s liminal anxiety) bringings us back

to basics. Jesus reminds us what is central. He doesn’t answer the “who” for

John, he describes the “why” - Don’t settle for who, look for the why! Sight

for the blind, mobility for the stuck, health for the sick, hearing for the deaf,

life for the dead, and good news for those without it.

John is asking this advent question to get some good news. He needs it. But

the good news has never been about information - it’s always been about

activity. Jesus is shifting John’s attention from the information and

pointing to the activity - to what’s happening. And this is instruction for us.

How do we struggle in liminal space as a community? We attend to the

activity of God and the Spirit among us. We show up at the Christmas Kids

Schoppe. We help at the food bank. We come to church. We befriend an

Episcopalian. We listen to sermons about words we don’t understand, and

try to understand! We love and serve one another. Instead of closing down

in uncertainty, we hold ourselves open to hear and see - vulnerable and

brave.

Jesus doesn’t do what we want him to. He doesn’t come with unquenchable

fire and power as the world defines it. He doesn’t come with a word to

quiet our fears or end our liminal journey through advent or this season of

our life together. Rather, he says, linger in the in-between, attend to the

activity of God and (in the midst of it) keep asking the question - to what

future are we being called. The Church calls this question “discernment”

(another $5.00 word). But this is the work before us, in and beyond Advent.



This might be feeling like a lot at this point but I need to say something

about what Jesus says to the crowd. He asks them “What did you go out

into the wilderness to look at?” More directly perhaps, “What did you

come out looking for, here in the wilderness? To what are you looking to

save you from this liminal place?”

He sees us in the anxiety of this in-between place we’re finally seeing. He

sees us reaching for what’s closest at hand to ease that anxiety. Like reeds

shaken by the wind, he sees us tossed anxiously to and fro without the

strength of our identity as God’s beloved holding us still in this Advent time.

Or like those who put their faith in those with soft robes - dressed for

success and charismatic or powerful enough to save us. Rather than saying,

“Put your faith in me, sit back and relax, I’ll do everything”, he’s saying

“Keep watch - look at what’s happening, what I’m doing in and among you.

Attend to that. See what the Spirit is leading you toward.”

John was the messenger sent to prepare the way, to bring us to a quiet and

still anticipation. But what is coming is still only coming. We know not when

it will arrive, but it is emerging as the activity and call of God always is.

Whatever is bringing us anxiety in this day and time, we watch and we

wait, discerning the will of God and the movement of the Spirit - ever

calling us toward that promised future.

AMEN



Jesus goes on though too with a question of his own. “What did you go out

into the wilderness to look at?” A reed shaken by the wind? No? Jesus is

being cheeky here. This sounds to me like he’s poking some fun while saying

a serious thing. What does a reed do in the wind? It goes the way the

winds take it. It has no integrity but follows the trend of the other reeds…

John’s in prison (presumably suffering)

Heard what he was doing (?*) and sent word.

Are you the one we’ve been waiting for?

What you see and hear…

The blind receive their sight

The lame walk

The lepers are cleansed

The deaf hear

The dead are raised

The poor have good news

When we find ourselves in this place, uncertain, unstable

we seek stability, certainty.

What does Jesus give them? Tell John what you see and hear…

What do we see and hear?

Jesus turns to the crowd

What did you go out into the wilderness to look at?

A reed shaken by the wind (trends, impulsive reactions, etc.)

Dressed in soft robes? (Power as the world defines it)

A prophet and more than a prophet - only to look at?

Who are you Jesus? He points to the basics. He came to make God known

Don’t be shaken. Don’t dress it up according to the world.

Identity of John: No one greater, but the least.

The Least… the poor have good news.



Patience

Pray for endurance in the already-not yet of God’s coming (liminal)

Quality of prayer - stance of stillness and quiet…

The wilderness and the dry land (this liminal place) will be glad,

the desert shall rejoice and blossom… abundantly

“Be strong, do not fear!”

(Isaiah speaking of the return of the exiles.

Exit from liminal land - dry ground through the red sea.

It’s not about return for us, but our becoming us…)

Broader audience…?


