St. Mary of the Angels   Sunday Advent III A    12/15/19
Isaiah 35:1-6a, 10;   St. James 5:7-10;   Matthew 11:2-11
My Brothers and Sisters,
Each year, right after Thanksgiving, my niece emails each member of our family and asks us to send her our “Wish List” for Christmas.  We all dutifully send her our wish lists because it is a win-win-win situation.  
1) She doesn’t have to spend time wondering what gifts to buy, 
2) we get some stuff we need or like, 
and 3) she lets us know what other members of the family would like. So, we are invited into the buying and giving.
The result? No worrying and no wasted gifts that will sit on a shelf in the closet for months to come!
But, we do recognize that it is a “Wish” list, not a “Want” list.  No one is  compelled to buy what is on the list and no one is disappointed if something is left out.  Wishes do not have to be fulfilled.  
But “Wants” are different.  Wants come from a deeper place in us.  If we don’t get what we want, we are disappointed.  We do feel deprived.  Someone has described the difference this way: Wishes as like feathers floating down.  But Wants are like falling rocks.  You know and feel the difference!
For example. You may have heard the story of the little boy who wanted, really wanted, a red bicycle for Christmas – not any bicycle; it had to be a red bicycle.  He told his mother and she suggested that, maybe he should write a letter to Jesus with his request.  So, he went up to his room and began his letter, “Dear Jesus, I have been a good boy and I want…” but he realized that was not true.  He had been quite naughty at times, and Jesus would know it.  So, he began again, “Dear Jesus, I have not been a very good boy, but …”  He stopped again.  If Jesus read that, it might be the end of the bicycle.  So, after some thought, he went downstairs to his mother and asked if he could go to church.  His mother, delighted with this request, gladly gave him permission.
So, the boy ran to church, went up the aisle to where the votive candles were before a small statue of the Blessed Mother.  He knelt down, and, when no one was looking, he quickly snatched up the statue, hid it in his jacket, ran home, and placed it on his desk.  Now, he began his letter again.  “Dear Jesus. I have got your mother, and, if you want to see her again, you had better give me that bicycle – and make sure it’s red.”  Signed: “You know Who.”   
Now that is what I mean by a “want”.  
But what has wanting to do with today’s Scripture readings? 
In today’s Gospel, after responding to John’s disciples, Jesus turned to the crowd and asked them what they really wanted.  In effect, he asked:
   “Why did you leave the comfort of home and city to go out into the desert to meet John?”  
   “What were you really looking for?”  
“Surely not some wishy-washy politician who acts according the polls and so keeps shifting like a reed blowing in the wind.”  
“Surely not some wealthy person who buys power and position with money.”  
“It is not even because you saw that John was a prophet.”  
“You went out because you thought that John was the promised Messiah and, therefore, would bring freedom from Rome and reprimand the corrupt religious authorities, and rule strongly as David ruled.  That is what you wanted, isn’t?”
But, isn’t that what John wanted too?  Wasn’t that his image of the Messiah also?  So, can you imagine John’s confusion as he sits now in the desert of his prison, and, instead of hearing stories of Jesus’ overwhelming power making things right again, he hears stories of a cure here and a healing there, mostly of marginalized people, and hear about lots of meals with tax collectors and sinners.  These are not the actions of the Messiah.  This is a scandal.
Jesus understands and appreciates what is going on in John, but he points out to him  that this is precisely what Isaiah foretold, and he adds, “Tell him, ‘Blessed is the one who takes no offense at me’.”
What does Jesus means by those words?
The word “offence” here is a translation of the Greek word, “skandalon”  from which we get our word, “scandal” but literally, it  means a stumbling block.  In other words, Jesus was saying, “Blessed is the one who doesn’t get tripped up by me,” that is, “Don’t look for who I am not.  I am not your powerful Messiah.  Rather, look at what I am doing and how I am doing it.”
Episcopal theologian, Barbara Brown Taylor expresses it all beautifully this way: Jesus was saying to John’s disciples:  “Go tell John that everyone who is expected has already arrived.  Go tell him what you hear and see.  Things may not be working out the way he wanted them to, but every now and then, in surprising places, marvelous things are happening.  People who were blind to the love loose in the world have received their sight; people who were paralyzed with fear are limber with hope; people who were deaf from want of good news are singing hymns.  And best and most miraculous of all, tell John that this is not the work of one lonely Messiah but the work of God, carried out by all who believe, and there is no end in sight.  Tell him I am the one, if you must, but tell him also that yes, he should look for another, and another, and another.  Tell him to search every face for the face of God and not get tripped up on me, because what is happening here is bigger than any of us.  What is coming to pass is as big as the Kingdom of God.”  (Barbara Brown Taylor, GUTD 12/11/18  
We, too, can get tripped up by our expectations of what God should be doing in our still messy and chaotic world.  We, too, can be wanting big, strong and quick solutions, and miss out that the Christ (which means Messiah) is in each one of us bringing gifts of hope and love, one by one, here and there, when we are consciously aware of his presence in us and in each and every person.
So, what do I want, really want, for Christmas?  That I recognize more clearly the Spirit of Jesus in me and the Spirit of Jesus in you and the Spirit of Jesus in everyone that, together,  we can help the Kingdom of God, which God wants and began through Jesus 2,000 years ago, to keep growing, little by little.
That is # 1 on my “Want” list.
What do you have on yours – as we journey together on this road to Bethlehem?                                                            
                                                                                Kenneth J. Hughes, SJ
                                                                                Brighton, Mass 12/15/19
