Seeing Joy
Advent 3

Mt. 11:2-11

Dec. 12th, 2010
Dear friends in Christ,

The Advent and Christmas seasons are without question a very visual time of the year.  Just look around the sanctuary.  What do you see?  I see garland and wreathes and trees and bows and ornaments and lights and candles.  Many homes are decorated with manger scenes, outdoor Christmas lighting, snow men, stars, angels, and brightly wrapped packages under the tree.  We receive beautiful Christmas cards and look at the greetings from family and friends.  There is so much to see this time of year!

         And it has been that way right from the first Christmas.  Remember how the shepherds saw the angels in the heaven, a bright and glorious light, announcing the birth of the child.  Remember how a star guided the wise men to the stable.  Down on earth we can see in our mind’s eye, the baby in the manger in the stable, surrounded by Mary and Joseph,  the cattle and the sheep.  The birth of the savior was a sight for the eyes to see.  


What do you see this time of year?  What do others see?  These are questions we might ask at Christmas, but were also questions raised by Jesus as he was just beginning his ministry.  What would people see?  What was most important?

In the gospel lesson, we read part two of the story of John the Baptist.  Last week, you will recall, we read about the confident John, preparing the way for Jesus.  Repent, he cried out to the people. Be baptized!   “The kingdom of heaven has come near!”  He dared to call the Pharisees and Sadducess a “brood of vipers” and proclaimed “Bear fruit worthy of repentance.”  John was at the top of his game, doing exactly what he was called to do, preparing the way for the Lord.
But this week we hear from a very different John.  John  was in prison.  He had offended the king when, in his bold confidence, he spoke against the king for taking his brother’s wife, as his own.  The king had him arrested, which is what king’s tend do when someone offends them.  In this lesson, John is no longer confident.  That’s understandable.  Imprisonment, with the likelihood of never getting out alive, will do that.  So John sends his disciples with this question for Jesus, “Are you the one who is to come, or are we to wait for another?”  The confident John is now the questioning John. 


Has there ever been a time when you lost confidence in yourself and wondered what direction your life would take?  Has something happened that has taken the wind out of your sails, knocked you to your knees, and made you question your future and maybe even God?  You lose a job, your marriage falls apart, a tragedy of some sort occurs.  Perhaps you’re in that wilderness place right now.  You are not alone.  Most of us have been there and no less a man than John the Baptist found himself there as well.  

Jesus gives an interesting response to John’s question.  He doesn’t give a direct yes or no, but rather says, “Go and tell John what you hear and see.”  He then goes on to quote Isaiah 35.  This is what there is to see, “ the blind receive sight, the deaf hear, the lame walk, lepers are cleansed, the dead are raised, the poor have good news brought to them.”  Miracles are happening.  Those who have been shunned and cast out, are being restored to community. Jesus is  telling John, you can see I am the Messiah, by the works I do.  Just look around, the evidence is right before your eyes.

Now, it is likely that those signs were very different from what John expected.  That’s probably why he wasn’t certain Jesus was the one.  He was probably expecting something more dramatic, more powerful, more authoritative, more political.  He like so many others may have been hoping that the Messiah would overthrow the Roman occupiers and bring Israel back to its glory days of power.  

But that’s not who Jesus was.  That’s not why he came.  His was going to be a reign of healing and hope, not power and might.    In one of his “On the Road” segments, the late CBS journalist Charles Kuralt, found what looked like a Christmas tree growing in the most unlikely of places in the Rocky Mountains.  On a barren stretch of U.S. 50, which runs east to west across the country and thru Colorado and Utah, without another tree in sight, grew a Juniper tree. "Nobody remembers who put the first Christmas ornament on it,” he reports, “Some whimsical motorist of years ago. From that day to this, the tree has been redecorated each year. Nobody knows who does it. But each year by Christmas Day, the tree has become a Christmas tree.”  “This tree,” he continues, “Which has no business growing here at all, has survived against all the odds.  People who live miles away in all directions know and love the tree. The tree is so lonely and so brave that it seems to offer courage to those who pass it.  And it offers a message. It is the Christmas message: that there is life and hope even in what is often a rough and desolate world." 
That is the message Jesus wanted John to see.  It is a message of joy and hope!  Jesus is the fulfillment of Isaiah’s prophecy.    “The wilderness and the dry land shall be glad, the desert shall rejoice and blossom!”  The glory of the Lord, the majesty of God had appeared.  This is good news!  It may not have been how John had envisioned it.  But it was good and joyful news nonetheless.   That is what Jesus wanted John to see.

During this very visual time of year, it is good to ask the question, what do we see?  In particular, do we see signs of Christ’s presence among us?  Do we see the signs of healing and hope that Jesus wanted John to see?  Can our eyes be opened to that, even as Jesus sought to open John’s eyes to the new kingdom that was breaking forth? 


I thought about this over the past week.  Where did I see signs of Christ’s presence?  Where might I look in the days to come?

Last Wednesday, a delightful luncheon was put on for the senior members of our congregation.  Santa Claus even made an appearance, and every one in attendance got to sit on Santa’s lap and have their picture taken.  In the fellowship among those in attendance, and in the service provided by those that prepared, served, and cleaned up following the meal, I saw God at work.

That same night, four young confirmation students gathered to learn about the Old Testament Kings and the prophets that spoke on behalf of God.  In the gathering of that group and in the lives of those that taught,  I saw God at work as faith is shared and passed on to what we pray will be a new generation of disciples.

On Thursday and Friday I attended an event in Denver put on by the Rocky Mountain Synod, of which our congregation is a part.  It was for all the new pastors to the synod in the past year, and I suppose there were 30 or so of us.  A large part of what we did was to each share our faith journey, in particular, what led us to the congregations we now serve.  It was both fascinating and inspiring to hear the different stories told.  We’ve all taken different paths, but the Holy Spirit has been at work, leading us and shaping us for the places of ministry to which we have been called.  I saw God at work in the lives of my colleagues as they told their stories.

Also last week I learned that all the families we adopted  in the Adopt-A-Family program thru Lutheran Social Services now have sponsors and someone to buy Christmas gifts.  In those acts of kindness and generosity, I see Christ at work in our world.  
I look forward with great anticipation to next Sunday’s special program of Advent lessons and songs which will be presented in the afternoon by the musical groups within the congregation.  In the hours of preparation and in the program itself, I know we will all see signs of God’s presence.  

I could go on and on, but the point is that as Jesus told John to look for the signs taking place, so also are we called to look for God’s presence at work among us. 

The lesson then continues as Jesus talks to the crowds about John.  What’s so interesting to me about this is that, although John may have lost confidence in himself and questioned if Jesus was the one, Jesus never lost confidence in John.  Jesus did nothing but affirm John publically.

Speaking to the crowds he asked, “What did you go out in the wilderness to see?  A reed shaken by the wind?”  Was this someone who was inconsistent, who changed his mind, who was wavering or doubtful, like a reed being shaken in the wind?  No!  He then asks, “What then did you go out to see?  Someone dressed in soft robes?”  Was this someone who was weak and pampered, like some privileged prince in a royal palace?  No!  This was a prophet, declared Jesus.  And more than just any prophet.  Among those born of women, no one has arisen greater than John the Baptist!”.  

As we look for signs of God’s presence in the world, let us also remember God’s faithful presence in our own lives.  We will all experience times of failure, discouragement, and doubt.  If it happened to the greatest of all the prophets, we can be pretty certain it will probably happen to us.  But let us also remember, how Jesus affirms John. Like John, our faith may be shaken from time to time.  But also like John, we know that God loves us in Christ and guides us through our personal wilderness to renewal and new life.    


What do you see at Christmas?  Trees, wreathes, garland, lights?  They are all around us, to be sure.  But this Christmas, let us also look for Jesus at work in our lives and in our world.  Jesus told John to look for the signs of his presence. May we do the same, rejoicing in the many ways God is at work in our world.  Amen 
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