Advent Companions: Are We Going in the Right Direction?
Matthew 11:2-11


“What is she?” the clerk behind the counter asked Stephanie Disney.


Since it wasn’t the first time Stephanie had heard this question, stored-up, smart-aleck answers swirled through her mind. But since Stephanie understood that how she answered could help her daughter learn to handle life issues, she stifled her negativity. Instead, Stephanie responded, “She’s beautiful, and smart, and well-behaved, too.”

The clerk said, “Oh,” and glanced at Stephanie as though wondering if she hadn’t understood the question. Stephanie smiled because she’d understood the question right away, but it had taken her a while to understand the real answer.


Stephanie met her daughter, Rudy, while working as an audiologist with children with special health-care needs. Rudy had been a small, quiet, non-communicative two-and-a-half-year-old—and Stephanie’s heart recognized her immediately. 

Stephanie describes herself as “the whitest of white women.” While Rudy is some indefinable combination of all that’s beautiful from at least three races—curly dark hair, petite features, freckles, golden tan skin, one blue eye, and one brown.


This mother and daughter share so much in common that it never occurs to Stephanie that others may not see them as a family. That's why she was startled the first time a stranger inquired about her daughter's race and their relationship. She’d forgotten that they don’t look alike.


The next time Stephanie was asked, she politely explained that they are mother and daughter and that Rudy's race is unknown. The twentieth time somebody asked, Stephanie explained why the questions were inappropriate. The fortieth time someone asked, she just pretended not hear.


Stephanie believes that—after much time to reflect about the purpose of these questions—she now understands. She understands that everyone wants love and acceptance. Since these are such rare gifts, when people see them freely demonstrated, they’re compelled to seek the source.


Not long ago Rudy surprised Stephanie when a white-haired lady, standing right beside them, asked if Stephanie was her mother. Rudy threw the lady a disbelieving glance and said, “Well, she helps me with multiplication, fixes my hair, kisses me, and we both have freckles on our noses—who else could she be?”


When Rudy asks her mother to explain why people need to ask questions like that, Stephanie tells her not to worry—that it’s the answers that really matter. While questions of race and family can be complicated, Stephanie believes all of the answers can be found by seeing first with the heart.


Questions and answers. They’ve become part of the routine for Stephanie and her daughter.


There’s something about today’s reading from Matthew that makes me wonder whether questions and answers hadn’t also become routine for Jesus. In today’s reading, it’s John the Baptist who’s asking the questions.

.
John stood in the tradition of the old-time prophets. He lived an austere life style and preached a message of repentance and righteousness. He understood his call as preparing the way for Jesus. He pointed to Jesus as the answer.


At first, everything seemed fine. Jesus told people to repent because the kingdom of God had come near. So far, so good.


But now things don’t seem quite right. John begins to wonder if Jesus has veered from the path John came to make straight. He wants to know if maybe they’re going in the wrong direction.


After all, the faithful of John’s day were expecting the messiah. In Hebrew, the word means God’s anointed one—one whom God commissions for a specific task. But by John’s time, the term had come to mean something much more precise. The messiah was to be a descendant of King David and a great military leader who’d reestablish Israel as an independent earthly kingdom.


Jesus, however, was showing few signs of being that sort of messiah. Sure, he’d been born in David’s city and into a family descended from David. And, sure, he often talked about God’s kingdom. But where was his army? Where were any signs of political activity? 


John also had to wonder about Jesus’ gentle treatment of the very people John had condemned. Jesus might say, “Repent,” but he hung out with, even ate with these people.

 
Jesus wasn’t turning out to be who or what John had expected. He was doing nothing to call people to arms against Rome, and he was befriending sinners instead of confronting them.


Now that John’s in prison, he has plenty of time to think about all his questions. Had he been wrong to think that Jesus was the messiah? Could it be that Jesus wasn’t the answer after all? Should John be looking for someone or something else?


John decides to send his disciples to Jesus to ask the questions that are keeping him awake at night. He has them ask: Jesus, are you the one? Or should we wait for another?


But Jesus seems to understand that it’s the answer that’s important, not the question. John wants to know whether Jesus is the one, but Jesus gives a different kind of answer.


Instead of responding directly to John’s question, Jesus reports on what’s happening through his ministry. He tells John’s disciples to go back and tell John what they’ve seen and heard—blind people see, lame people walk, lepers are healed, deaf people hear, the dead are raised, and the poor have good news.


John wants to know whether Jesus is the one to lead them in the right direction. But Jesus understands that he can’t answer that question for John. It’s up to John to decide whether Jesus is the one for whom he’s been waiting.


John had expected Jesus to be a firebrand, an avenger, a defender of God’s holiness. But Jesus doesn’t embrace or try to enforce simple notions of clean and unclean, righteous and unrighteous.


Jesus’ ministry is messy. He shows compassion instead of judgment. He spends more time with people on the margins than those in power. He even picks a ragtag group of fishermen and tax collectors as his disciples.


Jesus can tell John what’s happening as a result of his messy ministry, but John will have to answer the question of who Jesus is for himself. He’ll have to decide whether to look through the lens of his expectations or whether to see with his heart. He’ll have to decide whether he thinks Jesus is going in the right direction and whether he wants to follow.


The Advent journey invites us to do the same. To decide who Jesus is for us. To decide whether we can let go of our expectations—either positive or negative—long enough to look with our hearts and see what’s happening around us as a result of Jesus’ messy ministry.


Not long ago I was having dinner with someone outside our congregation. He was fascinated by what I do for a living, and so he kept asking questions. At one point he asked, “Well, you must believe that Jesus was God’s son who came and died for our sins, right?” The question revealed expectations he had both about Jesus and about me as a pastor. When I began to respond, it became clear that my new friend really wasn’t interested in listening to anything that might run counter to those expectations.


Other people have other expectations. Some expect to Jesus to provide justification for their positions on foreign policy or domestic issues. Others expect Jesus to function as a personal genie who can get them out of all sorts of trouble. Others expect nothing of Jesus and question those who find meaning in his life and teachings.

But just as it was up to John to decide if Jesus was the one, it’s up to us to make the same decision. Jesus simply invites us to look around us as we reach our answer.


But just as it was up to John to decide if Jesus was the one, it’s up to us to make the same decision. Jesus simply invites us to look around us as we reach our answer.

As we look around—through our hearts rather than our expectations—perhaps we’ll notice that blind people see. That those who once were blinded by hatred or prejudice or fear or depression now are able to see a world that holds more hope and possibility.

Perhaps we’ll see that the lame walk. That those who’ve limped along emotionally or spiritually now find new freedom to run toward a life that’s filled with wholeness and promise.

Perhaps we’ll see that lepers are healed. That those who’ve been untouchable, off limits, now are welcomed back into relationships with others and find their place within the community.   

Perhaps we’ll see that the deaf hear. That those who’ve never heard words of love and compassion now are flooded with messages of encouragement and acceptance.

Perhaps we’ll see that the dead live. That those who’ve been deadened by forces beyond themselves or by their own choices now find second chances to live freely and fully.

Perhaps we’ll see that the poor receive good news. That those who’ve been pushed to the margins or whose spirits are impoverished now receive restoration and the rich gift of God’s grace.


During this Advent season we’re invited to ask: Jesus, are you the answer? Are you the one we’ve been waiting for? And if we follow you, will we be going in the right direction?

Those are the questions. Now it’s up to us to do the important work of deciding how we’ll answer. Amen.
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