Sermon for the Third Sunday After Advent

By the Rev. Larry Wagoner, MSW

TEXT:

Go and shew John again those things which ye do hear and see:  the blind receive their sight, and the lame walk, the lepers are cleansed, and the deaf hear, the dead are raised up, and the poor have the gospel preached to them.
 In the Na(me of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Ghost.  Amen.
HOMILY:

What are we looking for when we look for God?

Do we seek that venerable, craggy old bearded face that we find in the paintings of the old masters like Michelangelo or Garafalo?  Perhaps we seek instead the gentle eyes and outreached arms of our Lord as imagined by other artists through time.
John Baptist, having actually met and baptized Jesus, found himself in prison, and, hearing of the mighty works of our Lord, sent two of his followers to Jesus.

They came to Jesus with a peculiar question:  “Art thou he that should come, or do we look for another?”
  This question from John was remarkable.  John was the cousin of Jesus, born to Elizabeth, who was blessed Mary’s cousin, and to Elizabeth’s husband, Zacharias the Priest. 

To John was given the task of preparing the way for the ministry of Jesus, first by prophecy, then by the baptism of Jesus, and finally by preaching about the coming Lord to all who would listen to him.  But even John seems not to have been sure what to expect.

Like almost all the children of Israel, he seemed to be expecting an earthly King, who would arise with great military might and overthrow those who occupied Israel.

So, when he found himself in the prison of Herod, he must have come to question.  “Art thou he that should come, or do we look for another?”  He did not ask that Jesus by force free him from prison, nor that our Lord strike down Herod, but only for the reassuring word that in fact he was doing as he should. 

Jesus’ answer to John’s followers was telling:  “Go tell John what you have seen.”  Let my actions convince John.  “The blind receive their sight, and the lame walk, the lepers are cleansed, and the deaf hear, the dead are raised up, and the poor have the gospel preached to them.”

Kindness and mercy is shown to the least of God’s Kingdom.  I do not beat down the mighty.  Instead, I raise up those who are weak and needy.  I bring the Word of God to those who need to hear it.  

“And blessed is he, whosoever shall not be offended in me.”
  Those who are offended at the kind works of the Lord are the real enemy.  They are those who wish to hold on to their own personal power at the expense of those who most need help.  They are those who try as hard as they can to make it hard for regular people to become close to God.

They are those like Herod, who could not abide to have John out teaching that real power comes not from the holding of political power, or from friendships with rich, powerful states such as Rome, but from the worship of God.  This teaching was a direct threat to the power and influence that Herod and the other Jewish national leaders believed that they held.  Even more of a threat would be the coming teaching from Jesus Himself, who not only held out as a philosophical idea that power did not reside in the leadership of Israel, but would go further to demonstrate that reality.
Just as after the baptism of Jesus, John’s ministry seemed to fade from view and from importance, so, too, once John was placed into prison and eventually martyred, Jesus became the primary target of the efforts of the Pharisees and Sadducees to silence His ministry.  In the beginning, they tried to ridicule Him and trap Him into saying things by which they might condemn Him. 
But even when He had become the primary target of the wrath of the Jewish leadership, Jesus did not take the low road of personal animosity, of physical warfare, or of calls for violence.

Instead, He continued to preach the Gospel, to heal and to bless those who were so much in need of God’s love and blessing.  This was what He told John’s followers to report to John that they had seen:  “Go and shew John again those things which ye do hear and see:  the blind receive their sight, and the lame walk, the lepers are cleansed, and the deaf hear, the dead are raised up, and the poor have the gospel preached to them.”

This is the promise of what being with God will be like.  This is what we should imagine and long for.  No illness and no pain.  No defects to struggle with.  Instead, a world in which the struggles and travails of this world are no more, and in which peace and love are the bywords of life.
So what do we look for when we look for God?  To begin with, we should look for forgiveness, for that is the very reason He was willing to come to live as one of us.  We should look for love, for mercy, for righteousness. 
Let us pray.

 SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1O LORD Jesus Christ, who dost embrace thy children with the arms of thy mercy, and dost make them living members of thy Church; Give them grace, we pray thee, to stand fast in thy faith, to obey thy word, and to abide in thy love; that, being made strong by thy Holy Spirit, they may resist temptation and overcome evil, and may rejoice in the life that now is, and dwell with thee in the life that is to come; through thy merits, O merciful Saviour, who with the Father and the Holy Ghost livest and reignest one God, world without end.  Amen.
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