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"A BABY AND MORE"

Matthew 11:2-11

"Are you he who 1s to come, or shall we look
for another?” That was the question that was

on the mind of John the Baptist as he sat in
prison and wondered if he had made & mistake

about Jesus. He had been put In prison
pbecause In his preaching, he had critized

some of the government officlals. There he
had a 1ot of time to think and he kept getting
reports about this Jesus whom he had baptized,
e haa heard that large crowds were following
Jesus, but Jesus wasn’'t fulfilling John'’s
expectations of what he thought the Messian
would be,

e kept hearing about Jesus healing people of
their diseases, forgiving sinners, eatind
With outcasts, preaching good news to the
poor. He even heard that Jesus had eaten In
the home of a tax collector and that at a

wedding he had turnea water into wine. By
some he was called a wine-bibber and a c¢lutton.

As John the Baptist languished in prison, he
couldn’t help being puzzled. "Did I make a




™D

mistake? Is this Jesus the promised Messiah
of God?”

S0 John sent some of his followers to
investigate for him. hey came to Jesus and
asked, "Are you he who is to come, or shall
we look for another?” Jesus answered them,
60 and tell John what you hear and see: The
blind recelve their sight and the lame walk.
_epers are cleansea and the aeaf hear, the
dead are railsed up and the poor have gooc

News preached to them.” You and John will
nave to gecide for yvourselves on the basis of

what 1S happening.,

John the Baptist had foretold the coming of
the Fessiah 1n somewhat different terms. He
pictured the Savior as primarily g judge who
woula be stern and demanding. He threatened
his audiences with fire and brimstone., In
addition, John had lived an entirely different
kind of life than Jesus. He had taken & vow
of poverty and livea In the desert. He never
attended wedding celebrations or parties. Hhe
assumed the Messiah would follow his pattern,

Like us, John the Baptist was discovering

that there is often a wide difference between
our 1cgea of a thing and the thing itself.
Perhaps you've had the experience of preparing
for someone you were expecting and then when
that person arrives and you get to know him




or her, you are quite surprised and maybe
even Gisappointed because the individual did
not fit your idea or pre-conception of what
ne or she would be.

wWhen John's disciples reported back to him
with the answer that Jesus gave them, the
gospel storlies do not tell us what his response
was. But from later history, we can assume
that John changed his assumptions and accepted

Jesus as the Messiah even though he didn't
fit his original idea,

But how about us? MNMost of us have some kind
of 1dea in mind as to the kind of person
Jesus was, and we have some concept of what
God is. Yet we too, like John the Baptist,

can always expect to be surprised because we
never know all there is to know about God or
Jesus.,

J. B. Phillips, In his remarkable little

book, YOUR GOD IS TOG SMALL, shows how
frequently our ideas of God are inadeguate,
limited and parochial: so that 1f we experience
God 1n a way different from our ideas, we may
miss God altogether because we are unprepared
to encounter God in a form that we had not
expected. The same 1s true of Jesus. We

l1ke to keep him pictured in our mind as we
like him best.

[ suspect that one reason our culture loves



Christrias so much 1S because almost everybody
loves a baby. At Christmas, we emphasize
Jesus as a baby and that is part of Its
inexhaustible pull on the minds ana hearts of
numanity. bBut It can also be a liability. A
great many people become so entranced with
the beautiful story of & baby in a manger
that they miss the chief point of the story.
After all, a baby 1Is so harmless, so helpless,
SO dependent, so vulnerable. We can become
charmed with the story of a baby and grow

quite sentimental about it. It does not
require that we do very much about it. The

baby 1In the manger does not demand much ir
our way of thinking and bheing.

Some people, therefore, keep Jesus as a baby

in a manger. tie’s quite safe tnere. Christmas
1s frequently called the “Birthday of Jesus.”
Most birthday parties, however, do not require
the one being honored to revert to being a
pbaby. I suspect that at your blirthcay parties.
you do not each year get back 1nto the crib

and celebrate. Most of us don’'t even get out
our baby pictures.

BUt each year at Christmas, 1t’'s easier to
lapse into total infatuation with the "baby.”
['m not quite sure how to respond to that
baby? What is a 2,000 year-old bahy like?
Birthday cards are not readily available for
people over 100,
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have little trouble worshipping the baby
Jesus, but it’'s more difficult to stand at
the foot of the Cross,

wWhat I am saying here 1s not to deny the fact
that God entered our world as a new born
baby. Remember Jesus was a baby like all the
rest of us, but also remember that he grew
up. It was his whole life, iIncluding his
death and resurrection that continues to call
Into question our velues,

Jesus was no sentimentalist, he was a complete
realist., He salid that everything opposed to
love and harmony in Goa'’s world 1s doomed,
Many of the things we worship and count on

are false,

We say, "blessed are those who have power.,”
Jesus said, "Blessed are the meek; blessed
are the pure 1in heart; blessed are those who
hunger and thirst for righteousness; blessed
are the poor in spirit; blessed are those who
mourn; blessed are those who are persecuted
for righteousness sake.”

DO not be anxious about your life, what you
shall eat, or what you shall arink, nor about
your boay, what you shall put on. Is not
life more than food and the body more than

clothing? Seek first God’s Kingdom and God’s
righteousness--love your enemies, bless those




who persecute vou.”

I once knew a man who hac a well-to-do aunt
who was quite fond of him when he was & baby
and a little boy. Since she lived a long
distance from him, she had seen him only

twice 1n the past 15 years. But she contlinued
to send him a birthday carc and present eacr
vear although the gifts were suitable for a
child of six to ten years old. Sne could
never quite accept the fact that the chillc
nad become an adult.

Fach year this young man would pass the gift
to some needy youngster who could use 1it.

ne case 1s not difficult to understand. In
growing up, this young man had acquired some
values which were quite the opposite from
those of his aunt. ke had become part of a
group ministry which lived and worked in the
slums ot a large city, and he carried on his
ministry there. In doing so, he and others
came to challenge some of the power--holders

ana landlords. His aunt could never understanc
what happened to that sweet little baby boy

she loved so much, Why did he have to grow

up and change? He seemed so different as a

child.

Wwe need to remember each year at Christmas
that this baby Jesus became an adult and that

the power-holders of his time rightly saw him
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vulnerability--and God 1s also In Jesus as an
adult, The manger, like the cross, 1
perfect symbol of powerlessness. Someone
once saia, "We want God to be strong
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infants and children and also adults. You
will find him in prison and in the hospitals--
you will find him In you as you reach out to
others.

According to an ancient myth, at Creation’s
start, Christ and Satan were each requestec
to submit to God a plan for dealing with the
infant human race that already was showing
signs of delinguency. Satan’s plan was simple
(the kind that Secretaries of State and

Defense might come up with); God has armies
of angels at his command; why not assign an

angel with punitive power to each human being?
That should keep the race in line.

In other words, Satan was the first "hard-
liner,” urging God to use force., 1Isn’t that
what we would like God to do? When things go
padly for us personally--or nationally--don‘t
we expect God, rather than ourselves, to
straigchten out the mess?

In contrast to sSatan’s, Christ’s plan was
extraordinarily Imaginative, and Implied a
regard for humenity so high that Satan must
nave mocked it. "Let them have free will and
go their own way,"” Christ proposed to God,
"only let me llve and dle as one of them,
both as an example of how to live, and to
show them how much you care ftor them. The

only answer to thelr dellnquency 1s for them
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to realize that there 1s more mercy in You,
than sin in them.”

At Christmas, 1t becomes clear which plan God
chose to Implement. bBut if John the Baptist,
confined to his cell, haa a hara time
understanding ana accepting Christ’s plan, so
1t may also be difficult for us., Dut it is
the Good Hews. AMcN.




