  GOD IS….
Sermon for Sunday, December 12, 2010

Delivered by Rev. Cristina Rathbone 

The Cathedral Church of St. Paul, Boston.

Matthew 11:2-11 

When John heard in prison what the Messiah was doing, he sent word by his disciples 3and said to him, “Are you the one who is to come, or are we to wait for another?” 4Jesus answered them, “Go and tell John what you hear and see: 5the blind receive their sight, the lame walk, the lepers are cleansed, the deaf hear, the dead are raised, and the poor have good news brought to them. 6And blessed is anyone who takes no offense at me.” 

7As they went away, Jesus began to speak to the crowds about John: “What did you go out into the wilderness to look at? A reed shaken by the wind? 8What then did you go out to see? Someone dressed in soft robes? Look, those who wear soft robes are in royal palaces. 9What then did you go out to see? A prophet? Yes, I tell you, and more than a prophet. 10This is the one about whom it is written, ‘See, I am sending my messenger ahead of you, who will prepare your way before you.’ 11Truly I tell you, among those born of women no one has arisen greater than John the Baptist; yet the least in the kingdom of heaven is greater than he. 
Most of us don't know everything, right? Perhaps some of us know people who think that they do, people who always have the answer and who are always right, but most of us are not like that – praise God.  Most of us know some things if we are lucky, and the rest – well on good days we're curious and eager to learn, and on not so good days, well, we really don't care all that much.  Even the most humble of us know a few things though right? I mean deep within each of us lives a fiery little ball of ideas, notions and facts on which we have come to rely. Those of us who think of ourselves as religious might even include some ideas about God in that little ball too, which is natural enough.  Some might say this is the beginning of faith – the ground on which, if we are single-minded and courageous enough, we begin to construct the edifices of our religious lives.    

Such certainly seems to have been true of John the Baptist, the man of whom Jesus today says: "Among those born of women no one greater has arisen.” John gave up everything, in fact, for the sake of what his innermost heart told him he knew: that God was coming and that we needed to radically change the way we lived if we wanted to fully welcome God into our lives.  Indeed, the depth and passion of this conviction was so profound that it became infectious. People travelled from all over -- from cities, towns and villages across the country -- not only to hear what he had to say, but to act on it too. Who knows how many people bathed themselves in the waters of the Jordan as a sign of the change they undertook in response to his prophesy? Enough for him to have become known as ‘The Baptizer’ certainly  – and enough for him to have become a threat to the powers that be as well.  The fact is that what John knew, coupled with his faithful adherence to it, made him into a stunningly powerful man of faith, a man beyond reproach in every way… 
And yet he had no real idea about how the messiah was actually going to come – or what he might do when he did.  We heard him speak last week about the Messiah being poised with an axe at the foot of a tree, wanting only to destroy that which doesn't bear perfect fruit; and again about his storming onto the scene with his winnowing fork in his hand, gathering up the faithful, sure, but burning the rest in unquenchable fire. 

Given John's circumstances, and the circumstances of his people, it is entirely understandable that he imagined God's coming in these terms, I think.  First century Palestine was a place of terror and oppression: under the harsh rule of Rome, back-breaking poverty was the norm, corruption wide spread, and fear almost a constant. A return to political sovereignty and religious purity must have felt essential to John, not for the sake of power or purity in themselves, he cared nothing for these things we know,  but for the sake of equity, and a cessation of fear, and a return of reliable peace.  These were the reasons that John so urgently and relentlessly preached God powerful and God vengeful and even God violent.... The trouble being, of course, that when He finally did arrive, Jesus took none of these stances -- ever.  
Throughout his ministry he forgave instead of condemned, welcomed instead of cut off, loved instead of threatened. Time and time again, in fact, he confounded not just John’s, but most everyone’s expectations by choosing the outcast, the impure and the forgotten over even the most admirable political or religious big wigs to reveal what was holy in the world….And meanwhile, it seemed, the Romans continued their rule. And meanwhile, it seemed, the Jewish people continued to suffer. And meanwhile, it seemed in other words, nothing big seemed to change.  
No wonder we find John who dared to speak truth to power in the most absolute of ways  and was now trapped in a dungeon because of it, beginning to doubt.  Longing for news of the avenging Messiah whose coming he'd so long proclaimed, he has begun to wonder if he'd got it all wrong.  He thought he knew, he must have told himself. He used to know. He'd certainly known when he'd seen Jesus in the wilderness just a couple of short years before, when he'd come to him to be baptized.  He'd been seized with knowing then, in fact, and had refused as best he could to do anything but serve him. But since then – nothing! Had he been wrong after all? 

It’s not hard for many of us, I think, to identify with this dark journey of John's in the dungeon. We too have had times where we  feel like we know something about God and what God means for ourselves and the world and then one day – perhaps after something happens that is terrible beyond our imagining,  or maybe after nothing happens to change the terror that already surrounds us, we find ourselves looking around and concluding that there is, in fact, no evidence of the reality of God's presence in the world at all: wars continue, outrageous, senseless poverty continues, disease and despair and environmental degradation continue, death continues, and we start to wonder if we haven't had it wrong all along. 
John was a prophet – "Yes, I tell you," Jesus tells us today, "And more than a prophet" and yet the nature of the coming Messiah – what he would be like and how he would bring about the great revolutionary conversion John himself so longed for - was beyond even his ability to imagine. He was right that the messiah was coming.  And he was right in recognizing that Jesus was he -- but he was wrong about what Jesus' reign would look like.  He just was.  Doesn't it follow then, that we ourselves could be similarly mistaken? That maybe we, like the great prophet John, sometimes concoct our own story of how God should act and then wait for that story, the story we ourselves have invented, to begin? The fact is that things might happen the way we imagine… But they might not. And while we're so desperately constructing and reconstructing our image of the Savior we believe is needed, the actual one who has already come and who comes to us afresh every moment of every day, is not only real but is achieving the work of God in ways we've become too impatient, or riled up, or blinkered to see.  

Because the fact is that Jesus had already begun his work – and that word of him had spread far and wide -- by the time John begins to panic and doubt.  He had already preached the beatitudes, called and sent out the 12, healed demoniacs, paralytics and lepers, restored sight to the blind, ministered to many, many crowds of people and restored at least one little girl to life, news of which we are told "spread throughout the district."  But none of this added up to much for John, because he had another set of images in mind, right?  His own.  Images which favored wrath over forgiveness, ire over love – and of these he saw nothing.  And so it is with some of us as well, maybe more than some, maybe almost all of us. We can’t help it: we create a God we can imagine, and then look around for Him, and find him not – and so begin to despair. When the truth is that God is around us, with us, and in us all the time, anyway.  All we need do is open our eyes and be willing to see – not what we’ve decided in advance we will see, but what actually is: the truth which is love which dwells equally in the horror and in the beauty, in darkness and in light, in poverty and wealth, freedom and oppression: God Godself in the world, upending what is expected and predictable in the name of Love, pure and simple, bringing liberation wherever and whenever it is recognized.

 
* * *
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