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Isaiah 35:1-6,10; James 5:7-10; Matthew 11:2-11; Psalm 146, With divine retribution you are saved.

It’s Gaudete Sunday. We have lit the third candle on our Advent Wreath, the candle of joy. Raphael Warnock and John Fetterman are headed for the Senate. Herschel Walker and Dr. Oz are not. And there’s as much cause for joy among us here in the United States as there was cause for joy among the peoples of Israel and Judah in the days of Isaiah the prophet. 

Just imagine what a balm the prophet’s words must have been for the national soul. Battered and bruised  by years of Assyrian and Babylonian occupation, exile and captivity, the peoples of Israel and Judah are back home again, and hearing that a messiah is coming. The prophet Isaiah promises this nearly-annihilated people that they will once again see and hear and dance and sing. Whatever has been debilitated will be made strong. Whatever has been made captive will be set free. Whatever has become lifeless will be renewed and restored.  And Isaiah promises that all this will happen with joy and gladness, as swords are beaten and shaped into plowshares and military spears are melted into pruning hooks.


Whatever retribution the Israelites might have wanted for the atrocities that had been done to them by the Assyrians and Babylonians, their prophet made it clear that violence would not be part of a peaceable kin-dom. The retribution of God that was spoken of in today’s reading from Isaiah would not be meted out by violence but by healing. God’s justice would cover the nation like a garden that takes over a barren desert and blooms into profusion. No room for hatred, violence, revenge … only, as we heard in our first reading this morning,  the aroma of jonquils.


And for a while, that’s the way it was. But nations and rulers and systems change, and not always for the better. By the time Jesus began his ministry, the same old systems of injustice and oppression were in place once again. And some of the Israelites’ ancient desire for violence and retribution must surely have  trickled down to Jesus’ day, when the people were divided – some looking for the Messiah of the peaceable kin-dom, but some looking for the Messiah of violence and retribution. Even last week, we heard John the Baptist promising that very soon, the axe would be laid to the very root of an evil tree. Wheat would be winnowed, grain would be gathered into the barn but chaff would be burned. People would get what they deserved. Perhaps John himself was leaning toward a Messiah  of violent retribution.


In today’s Gospel, we hear that the imprisoned John sent  two disciples to ask Jesus if he was the Messiah, or if they should wait for another. Grounded in the Hebrew scriptures, Jesus quoted nearly verbatim the promise of the prophet Isaiah – see for yourselves what’s happening, and then report back to John what you see. The blind see, the deaf hear, the lepers are cured, the anawim are invited in from the margins. Jesus hearkened back to Isaiah. He identified himself as the one who would bring the peaceable kin-dom, and he blessed those who were not scandalized by his message of radical love. Together with John’s two disciples, we encounter Jesus today fresh from his Sermon on the Mount, where he had laid out his whole agenda, and it looked a lot like Isaiah’s – establishing our world as a beloved community where all are loved and all are welcome.

At the time that Jesus’ ministry was beginning and John’s was ending, Herod Antipas had minted some special coins to celebrate his founding of a new city in honor of the Roman Emperor Tiberius. One side of the coin read “Tiberius.” The other read “Herod the Tetrarch,” and it included an engraving of a reed, the symbol of Herod’s power. Thus, when Jesus asked the people whom they had come out to see, both luxurious dress and a reed swaying in the wind were his symbolic language for Herod Antipas – a cruel man ruling with an iron hand, the very antithesis of what John stood for. I imagine that when John’s disciples returned and told him of what they had seen, he recognized Jesus as the promised Messiah whose coming would initiate the peaceable kin-dom on earth. And I imagine that before his beheading, John’s heart leapt once again, as it had when it had leapt inside Elizabeth’s womb, at the very presence of Jesus. John may have been a rough man who wore camel hair and ate locusts and wild honey; but Jesus acknowledged and honored John the Baptist as the last great prophet would who announce the coming of the peaceable kin-dom before Jesus arrived to make it so.


This year, as every year, Advent  attunes our hearts to these lovely promises of hope, peace, joy and love. Throughout the longest and darkest days of the year, we reread Isaiah; we reread the story of John the Baptist; we look for signs of what it will be like when the Messiah comes again.  And a second coming is indeed  at hand, but maybe not as we envision it. In Advent, we remember the birth of Christ in chronos time, the time that human beings measure in hours and days and minutes, the kind of time we divide into BCE and CE.  But we celebrate the presence of the Christ  throughout  the universe in kairos time …  God-time … what Richard Rohr calls the eternal NOW. 

Today we hear the words of the letter of James, telling us to be patient, to be one with nature, to receive in gratitude both the cold rain of winter and the warm rain of spring; to know that the Divine energy is already with us, no matter our circumstances,  just waiting to manifest. The Messiah who was promised by Isaiah and  announced by John the Baptist is already among us. The second coming is here. Even at this very moment, Jesus the Christ is alive in every human heart, and in the very heartbeat of the universe. 
And for this, we have every reason to light a hope-filled, rose-colored candle of joy today! AMEN. 
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