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Go and Tell John 

3 Advent A – December 11, 2022 

 

Wait a minute. Didn’t John baptize him? How, then, is he still questioning who Jesus 

is? Or did John, having baptized so many from Jerusalem and its environs, not quite 

recall that this person everyone’s talking about is the same one whom he poured a 

little of the River Jordan on top of not three years ago, though it feels like a lifetime 

ago? Did he not remember how they all heard a voice from heaven come down right 

back of a dove, saying, “This is my beloved son; with him I am well pleased?” How 

quickly they forget, even when it’s voices from above.  

Then again, you can’t blame John for asking, not when he’s stuck in Herod’s prison. 

Truth be told, his question wouldn’t have been out of line had he remembered 

baptizing the guy. After all, there have been many false messiahs, and John himself 

had to beat off with a stick those who insisted on taking him as the One Who is to 

Come. He wanted to be sure; he needed to be sure. Jesus may even be a son of God 

– few gods stop at one child, once they get a taste for how sweet it is to make one – 

but that doesn’t necessarily mean he’s the Messiah, the Answer to All the Questions, 

the One who will Make it All Make Sense, the one worth living and even dying for. 

Because John knows he’s going to die; what Herods seize, Herods keep. All he wants 

to know now is what and whom he’s dying for, what to tell his people about the 

Man from Nazareth, and what it means that he, John, should do once he gets his one 

last chance to stand before the king.  

Jesus’s answer is interesting. “Go and tell John what you see.” That is, don’t expect 

him to take it on faith, or just on my say-so. Give him the facts, the truth of your 

own experience, the evidence you’ve seen with your own eyes. What are those facts? 
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What is that truth? That the blind see, the lame walk, the leprous are lepers no more, 

the deaf hear, the dead are raised, and the poor hear good news. Could this be the 

result of anything but God’s salvation walking among them, God’s healing and 

reconciling servant, the One We’ve Been Waiting For, the Messiah, the Christ, the 

Lord? Go and tell all that to John; he’ll understand. He’ll know what it means, and 

what to do about it. Then he gives his eulogy: none born of woman is greater than 

John – not even any like Macduff, who from their mothers were untimely ripped – 

yet the least in the kingdom is greater than he. 

Say what? Talk about the torch being passed to a new generation, ask not what your 

prophet can do for you, the only thing we have to fear is fear itself. God’s on the job, 

so don’t worry – and if you can’t exactly be happy in Herod’s prison, at least be 

grateful; it’ll all be over soon. In one moment, in one sentence, Jesus praises John and 

buries him. The time of the Messenger is over; the time of the Messiah has come. 

Whatever salvation means in this world and the next, O John of the Baptizing Waters, 

it does not mean that you get your life back. Sorry, dude. Jesus, after all, doesn’t save 

every life, doesn’t heal everyone who has something wrong with them. He just heals 

and saves enough to show that God could, if God wanted to. If it hasn’t happened 

yet, there’s probably a good reason why. 

Probably. There’s probably a good reason why. A reason, there certainly is. But is it 

a good one? That, as they say, is the million-dollar question.  

The bit we heard from the Epistle of James gets to much the same point, if by a 

different path. As Milton’s famous sonnet has it, though “thousands at his bidding 

speed / and post o’er land and ocean without rest; / They also serve who only stand 

and wait.” What God wants, that is, will be. If God wants you to get a move on 

across the sea, you’ll know. If God wants you to just wait here, you’ll know that soon 

enough. So be patient, brothers and sisters, James writes. Don’t worry, don’t grumble. 
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Be like the farmer waiting for the early and the late rain before bringing in the harvest. 

Whatever God is doing takes time. Why? We don’t know yet, but we will. The Lord 

will be coming soon. It’ll not be long now. 

The writer of satirical fantasies – now all but forgotten – James Branch Cabell, wrote 

in 1926 that “the optimist proclaims we live in the best of all possible worlds; and the 

pessimist fears this is true.”1 If things could be better than they are, that is, they would 

be; if things could have been worse, they would be. It’s a comforting thought, until 

the exact moment it isn’t. The more I think about it, the more it isn’t all that 

comforting, and the more sense it makes; realism is like that. The thought also 

captures the moods of both John and Jesus in this gospel passage. The Messiah is here 

– and look at all he is doing! says Jesus; no doubt about it. That’s the optimist in him, 

a good thing in a Son of God and savior of the world. But hear, too, John’s pessimistic 

coda: if this is the Messiah, is what we’re seeing all he’s going to do?  

It reminds me of what we heard two weeks ago from the thieves on their crosses 

next to Jesus. “If you’re the Messiah, save yourself and us,” said the thief who did 

not get saved; curiosity may have killed the cat, but pessimism damned the criminal. 

“Jesus, you’re the Messiah; save me,” said the thief who did get saved, proving the 

benefits of both optimism – Jesus can save – and reasonable expectations – Jesus can 

save me. Therein lies a bit of a rub: the thief who joins Jesus in paradise doesn’t seem 

troubled that the other thief won’t be there and that the world might still fall. He’s 

on the bus, Jack; ring the bell. But no pessimist is happy being the only who who’s 

made it or who has it good. He chides Jesus, much as Moses chid God, for not saving 

everyone, if indeed he had the power to do so. This echoes a thought we hear most 

 
1 For information on James Branch Cabell, see: https://en.wikiquote.org/wiki/James_Branch_Cabell. The 

speaker of that line, Coth, “elect[s] for neither label,” having “followed after the truth, across this windy planet 

upon which every person is nourished by one or another lie” (The Silver Stallion [1926], Book IV). 

https://en.wikiquote.org/wiki/James_Branch_Cabell
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poignantly in Dostoevsky: “As long as there is yet one child who cries, I will return 

him his ticket to eternity.”  

Go and tell John that, I want to add. When I first heard that line, it hit me like a bolt 

of lightning. The character who says it does not want to go to the heaven of a God 

who would let children suffer and cry. Neither, I realized, do I. What, then, can I do 

to put an end to their suffering? What can we do? What should we do? Our answers 

to these must blend the optimist’s hope with the pessimist’s challenge, and make 

whatever salvation we offer or receive accessible to everyone. It’s not enough to want 

Jesus to remember me; I must want him to remember everyone. 

This brings up another point. Salvation is not like a piece of chocolate or candy that 

each of us gets to keep all to ourselves, and those who didn’t get any are just out of 

luck. It’s like oxygen – each of us needs it, we get it for free, and unless people act 

selfishly or stupidly, there’s more than enough to go around. There’s supposed to be. 

Better yet: it’s like clean air, which not only has in it enough of what we need, but 

not too much of anything we don’t. Unless people (or some hellish lagoon or 

volcano) poison it, cut us off from it, or our bodies stop being able to use it well, 

we’ll be fine. If it’s poison to one of us, it’s likely poison to us all. We do, though, 

have to stop people poisoning the air we need, much as we must make ourselves stop 

damaging anything else in the world that we all need, but that is fragile and lucrative 

to exploit and ruin. From the oceans to the forests to the medicines that keep us and 

our food free of disease, we must be diligent, wise, and full of care. Loving our 

neighbors as ourselves means working to save all of us from all the things that threaten 

us. This world, just like salvation, is meant to be for everyone, and only makes sense 

when it is. Unless salvation is offered to all – unless healing is offered to all – unless 

forgiveness of sins is offered to all, it’s an obscenity – a filthiness, even. Go and tell 

John that, too, and tell Jesus, while you’re at it. He’s putting the best spin on things 
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he can, but he knows as well as anyone that there’s always more work to be done 

when your work involves healing and offering good news to those who are in need.  

The Book of Isaiah knew that very well, and said so. The passage we heard this 

morning makes it sing. Salvation, understood comprehensively, is of the body, the 

mind, the spirit, the community, and the environment all at once. Salvation of any 

one of those is not complete until salvation has come to them all. As it says: 

The wilderness and the dry land shall be glad; 
    the desert shall rejoice and blossom; 
….They shall see the glory of the LORD, 
…. 
3 Strengthen the weak hands 
    and make firm the feeble knees. 
4 Say to those who are of a fearful heart, 
    “Be strong, do not fear! Here is your God. 
…    He will come and save you.” 
5 Then the eyes of the blind shall be opened, 
    and the ears of the deaf shall be opened; 
….For waters shall break forth in the wilderness 
    and streams in the desert; 
7 the burning sand shall become a pool 
    and the thirsty ground springs of water; 
 

…. the ransomed of the LORD shall return 
    and come to Zion with singing; 
everlasting joy shall be upon their heads; 
    they shall obtain joy and gladness, 
    and sorrow and sighing shall flee away. 

 

When the world is saved, it will be nothing less than heaven on earth, for everyone. 

Salvation can mean nothing less.  

You don’t have to go and tell John that, though. He already knows. Amen. 
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