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In Jesus’ name.  Amen.


What kind of hopes and dreams and expectations do you have for the future?  For your immediate, short-term future, getting through the papers and exams staring you in the face tomorrow and the rest of this week?  And what are your expectations for your longer term future, next semester perhaps or post-graduation?  Getting into med school or the grad school of your choice?  Finding a job that’s fulfilling, and that would also pay enough to make a dent in your college loans?  Or, in this economy, just finding a job, period.


When the angel Gabriel first spoke to that teenager in Nazareth named Mary about her bearing a child who was to be “the Son of the Most High,” I’m not sure Mary had any expectations at all about what the future would bring.  But she said “yes,” “let it be with me according to your word,” and things were never again the same, in her life, or, for that matter, in the life of the world. 


Some of us here were confirmed as teenagers.  That is, as teenagers, we affirmed our baptism, said our own yes to the grace and favor God had bestowed on us in Jesus Christ.  Like Mary, in other words, we also said yes to being God’s servant in the world, without fully realizing all that that might mean for us.


And isn’t that still the case for us today?  Don’t we at every new stage of our life -- entering college, graduating from college, taking a new position, closing out our career -- enter “virgin territory,” as God’s servant?  Like Mary, saying yes, offering, like Mary, space in ourselves for God to dwell, and to develop, and be delivered through us to the world, while not knowing exactly where all that will ultimately lead us?  

Mary’s yes led her to places she wouldn’t on her own have chosen to go.  It led her and Joseph to bundle up the baby Jesus and flee for his safety into temporary exile in Egypt.  Her yes led her on that Friday we now call good to join those faithful few gathered under the cross.  From the cross, her son provided for her, prepared a place for her future, with his beloved disciple John.  And faithful servant of the Lord that she was, Mary was mentioned by name in Acts 1 as part of that larger community of Jesus’ followers who prayed in the upper room in Jerusalem after Jesus’ ascension for the outpouring of the promised Holy Spirit.  Of all of them there, she alone knew that the Spirit’s overshadowing could change a life forever.


Perhaps you know that as well.  For hasn’t being marked with the cross of Christ forever and sealed with the Holy Spirit in baptism also led many of us to places that on our own we wouldn’t have chosen to go?  To stand beside those in the depths and darkness of despair and grief, as Mary stood under the cross – so that others don’t walk through the valley of the shadow of death alone?  To lift up lowly and lonely teenagers in our care, as summer camp counselors?  To defend and befriend “outsiders” here, and welcome them in?  To go on a spring break service trip, or study overseas, or apply for an Ameri-Corps or Peace Corps assignment after graduation?  To choose a vocation by its opportunities for doing justice and serving others, not by its opportunities for wealth and fame?  Saying yes, like Mary, can lead us, too, to places we as children never dreamed of or expected.

And then there’s John the Baptist in today’s Gospel.  John is having a spiritual crisis.  He’s having doubts.  And maybe that’s not so surprising to have doubts, when you’re stuck in a dungeon, behind bars.

But John the Baptist’s doubts and questions weren’t so much about himself, what he had or hadn’t done.  They were about Jesus.  Was Jesus the one, the promised Messiah that Israel for centuries had been waiting and longing for?


There was a time when John had been quite sure that Jesus was the one.  “One who is more powerful than I is coming after me,” John said out in the wilderness.  “I’m not worthy to carry his sandals.”  John didn’t think he was worthy of baptizing Jesus either, when Jesus appeared before him at the Jordan.  But Jesus insisted.  And in the Gospel of John, John the baptizer is so sure Jesus is the one that Israel had been waiting for that he points him out to his disciples:  “Here is the Lamb of God who takes away the sin of the world!”   


So what had gone wrong since then that caused John to doubt his earlier convictions, caused him to send his disciples to ask Jesus, “Are you the one who is to come, or are we to wait for another?”

Well, the first thing that went wrong was that John had ended up imprisoned by Herod Antipas, for daring to confront Herod about marrying his brother Philip’s wife.  But something else – besides being locked away – caused John’s spiritual crisis, caused him to wonder whether Jesus really was the promised Messiah.  Matthew says that it was when “John heard in prison what [Jesus] was doing” that he sent his disciples to ask Jesus whether he was the one, or whether they should start pinning their hopes on another.  See, the thing is, John had rather definite expectations about what the coming Messiah would do, and he was not shy about expressing those expectations when he was preaching in the wilderness.   John expected – he told people – that when the one greater than he came, he would be carrying a winnowing fork in his hand, to separate the wheat from the chaff.  But Jesus was not living up to those expectations.  Goodness sakes, he was instead sitting down and eating supper with the chaff, with sinners and tax collectors.  John the Baptizer expected that the one for whom he was preparing the way would, like somebody else we know, be “making a list and checking it twice, gonna find out who’s naughty or nice.”  And the “naughty” ones, the trees that weren’t bearing good fruit, would get something more than coal in their stockings.  They would be cut down and thrown in the unquenchable fire, John said.  But Jesus didn’t carry any ax to grind around with him.  Jesus instead spoke of himself as a gardener who would fertilize and cultivate and prune trees that were bearing no fruit, giving them another chance to blossom and produce.  And in John’s Gospel Jesus even speaks of himself as a grain of wheat that dies, and is buried, in order to bear much fruit – us, as his Body alive in the world today.


There may be times in our lives when Jesus doesn’t meet our expectations either of the way God should act.  Why, God, don’t you just zap evildoers, and eliminate evil and suffering from our world?  Why do you allow the rich to just get richer, and the poor to get poorer?  Why do you let drunk drivers and child molesters get off with light sentences, to do bodily harm again?

Jesus’ answer to John the Baptizer’s disciples in today’s Gospel was not going to be music to John’s ears.  “Go and tell John what you hear and see: those who are blind to God’s love for them don’t need their white canes and seeing-eye dogs anymore; the lame are out on the dance floor, kicking up their heels; the lepers have skin as soft as a baby’s and they are back home again, restored to family and community; the deaf have tossed away their hearing aids; the dead – like the young daughter of the leader of the synagogue in Matthew – sit up and walk around and go outside to play; and the poor – for once in their life – the poor have good news brought to them.”  In other words, Jesus tells John that his mission is not to reprimand and threaten the weak and broken, to tell them to shape up and get with the program, or face the consequences.  His mission is to keep doing what bothered John in the first place:  healing and repairing and wooing the lost and least and last.  For as the Gospel of John puts it, “God did not send the Son into the world to condemn the world, but in order that the world might be saved – made whole – through him.”

Which brings us again to Mary and the Magnificat, where Mary sings of her Spirit-given expectations of the new thing God would be doing in the future, through her son.  Episcopal priest Barbara Brown Taylor says that Mary “sings about the things God will do in the perfect tense, that is, as if the new had already happened:  God “has lifted up the lowly, has filled the hungry with good things.”  “Prophets,” Taylor says, “almost never get their verb tenses straight.”  Tell that to your English prof when you get marked down for grammar on your papers!  So, Taylor says, Mary “does not wait to see how things will turn out first.  She sings ahead of time, as if the promise had already come true.”  (Home by Another Way, “Singing Ahead of Time,” p. 18)

We sing “ahead of time,” too, “as if the promise [of God in Christ Jesus has] already come true.”  That’s what we do here in the chapel today, and every Sunday and weekdays, too, following Mary’s example.  And in the Sunday night Candlelight Service every week students at this university are shaped and formed by the very words and music of the Magnificat itself washing over them.


We sing “ahead of time, as if the promise of God had already come true,” because it has.  For we have been the blind who now see, the lame who are now waltzing around, the dead who live and breathe again with God’s own breath, the deaf and poor who have heard the good news of God’s love come near in human form in Jesus.  We are the chaff who will sit and eat at Christ’s table again today, and be transformed into “bread” for the hungry world. 

We sing “ahead of time,” because there is no telling what God will still do, making use of people like Mary and you and me in surprising ways, to turn the world around.

“You…and you…and you…Are you the one who is to come,” Jesus asks us today, “or do we wait for another – another to bear my love into the world?”


Jesus woos us to service and whispers in our ear, “I have chosen you.  You are the one.”


In Jesus’ name.  Amen
  

