James 5:7-10
Be patient, therefore, beloved, until the coming of the Lord. The farmer waits for the precious crop from the earth, being patient with it until it receives the early and the late rains. 8You also must be patient. Strengthen your hearts, for the coming of the Lord is near. 9Beloved, do not grumble against one another, so that you may not be judged. See, the Judge is standing at the doors! 10As an example of suffering and patience, beloved, take the prophets who spoke in the name of the Lord.

Matthew 11:2-11

2When John heard in prison what the Messiah was doing, he sent word by his disciples 3and said to him, “Are you the one who is to come, or are we to wait for another?” 4Jesus answered them, “Go and tell John what you hear and see: 5the blind receive their sight, the lame walk, the lepers are cleansed, the deaf hear, the dead are raised, and the poor have good news brought to them. 6And blessed is anyone who takes no offense at me.” 

7As they went away, Jesus began to speak to the crowds about John: “What did you go out into the wilderness to look at? A reed shaken by the wind? 8What then did you go out to see? Someone dressed in soft robes? Look, those who wear soft robes are in royal palaces. 9What then did you go out to see? A prophet? Yes, I tell you, and more than a prophet. 10This is the one about whom it is written, ‘See, I am sending my messenger ahead of you, who will prepare your way before you.’ 11Truly I tell you, among those born of women no one has arisen greater than John the Baptist; yet the least in the kingdom of heaven is greater than he. 
Last night at our Children’s worship I was twice surprised by the children when they answered my questions: the first time pleasantly, and the second time not so pleasantly. I was pleasantly surprised when I asked what Christmas was all about, and in chorus they enthusiastically answered, “Jesus!” Hallelujah! You parents and Sunday School teachers have made it clear to these boys and girls that Christmas is not about Santa or reindeer or elves or Frosty the Snowman; it’s about Jesus! I proceeded to share with them the entire Christmas story – Mary, Joseph, Jesus, shepherds and wise men – using the ceramic figurines from our nativity scene. And I felt it important to tie things together for the children: after all, it’s not Jesus’ birth that is the central fixture of our worship but what happened later in the life of this little baby. And the children knew that Jesus taught and healed, and that he died on the cross, but when I asked, “Then what happened three days after he was killed?” there was a very pregnant pause. I had stumped them. I had to explain to them that he came back to life, that he is alive. To be fair to everyone, parents, teachers, and pastor, Resurrection is a hard concept to get your mind around. It just isn’t part of our experience. Generally people die, and that’s that. They may go to heaven, but to come back? That’s maybe too weird for a child to understand. Maybe that’s too weird for us to understand.  
The point is that Christmas doesn’t have much meaning if we think of Jesus as simply a cute little baby who grew up, did nice things, and died. Throughout history a lot of folks have done just that – grown up, done nice things, and died – but you don’t grow a major religion around cute little babies or nice people who grow up and die. It’s the resurrection that makes Jesus more than a nice guy. It’s a mystery for certain – I’ve often said that if I could go back in time to any one place and any one moment, it would be to the time and place that the resurrection of Jesus took place. I would want to see what Mary and the other disciples saw, hear what they heard, on that first Easter day. Because it’s the events of that day, and that time, that led people to proclaim the unlikely truth that Jesus was God incarnate.

But let me also say that Jesus resurrection in and of itself could not explain the phenomena of Christian faith. If Jesus had been an ordinary person, even a good, well-liked person, who had risen from the grave, that event by itself would not have persuaded his friends and fans that he was God’s Son. Jesus’ life and death and resurrection are all tied together in a way that produces this thing called FAITH. His life, his words, his deeds, his suffering and death, and his resurrection all work together to bring us to that conclusion. It was the full picture of Jesus and all these events that prompted a handful of people to go out and proclaim Jesus to be the Christ with enough conviction to lead others to faith who led even others to faith so that even today,  two thousand years later, we celebrate Jesus’ birth at Christ-mass. 
And so, as eager as we may be to finally start having Gospel lessons that actually deal with the Christmas story – Mary, the angels, Joseph, the star, the shepherds, the wise men – we need to see the big picture lest we forget why this cute little baby Jesus is so important. Today’s Gospel lesson finds John the Baptist in prison and the likelihood of execution – if you were not released from prison pretty early on, you were likely to die there…or to be executed. We can only imagine how John might have felt: he was so sure that he was the one preparing the way for the true Messiah, the Savior of the people of Israel, the One who would establish God’s rule and God’s justice. He must have imagined how this Messiah would implement these changes, how he would establish true justice and peace. And he probably, somewhere in his mind, hoped that that justice would be established quickly…like before any came to carry out orders of execution – THAT WOULD BE NICE. But thus far this Jesus character’s grand strategy is to send twelve ex-fishermen and tax collectors into villages proclaiming good news, healing folks, but it doesn’t seem that any swift justice is being administered. For the people who reject the news that the disciples are bringing, the only justice that is being administered to the ones who reject them is shaking their dust from their sandals. Pretty scary, huh? I don’t think it was the type of grand entry that John wanted, that John needed if he hoped to live through this time in prison. What’s more ominous is that Jesus tells his disciples, before sending them out armed only with good news and the ability to heal, that they will face persecution and some of them will die (Matthew 10:26-28). If Jesus was indeed the Messiah that John envisioned him to be, would he send some heavies, some Navy Seals, into Herod’s castle and free John, who had done everything he was called to do? Are these twelve vulnerable men going into villages to share news and heal the sick also John’s rescue team? When is Jesus going to slip into that phone booth and come out with his cape and big S embroidered on his chest? Is Jesus even the one who is going to bring God’s judgment, God’s reign? To broaden the question, is this baby born in a manger to Mary and Joseph the true Savior of the world, or is it someone else? 
In today’s epistle lesson, the apostle James is dealing with a church that is the having the same doubts as John the Baptist is having. They’re saying, “Okay James: you’ve told us that Jesus, the Savior of the world, is coming back. Meanwhile we’re suffering. In fact, we’re dying in jails and by executions. How long are we supposed to wait? You say he’s the savior of this world – well when will he come and save us?” And James replies by telling them to just get along and follow the example of the prophets. What Jesus tells John’s disciples, “Go back to John and tell him…the blind receive their sight, the lame walk, the lepers are cleansed, the deaf hear, the dead are raised, and the poor have good news brought to them. And blessed is anyone who takes no offense at me.” Well that all may be well and good, but it’s not exactly helping me in my situation! I’m not lame, or blind, or sick, by I could sure use help opening these prison doors.  We want something much grander, something more powerful. We want fireworks, bombs, bullets, SPECIAL EFFECTS!  This Savior is no Savior at all if he can’t open these prison doors and send my enemies fleeing in terror.” John and the folks to whom James writes are quite frankly disappointed with Jesus. Let’s be honest here: aren’t we a bit disappointed with Jesus? During this Christmas season we sing about peace on earth and goodwill to all people, but we see the same violence played out everywhere, even in our own schools, and we ask ourselves, “Is Jesus really our Savior?”
But if John stopped and thought about it, if we stop and think about it, perhaps it’s not such a bad answer after all. One thing that John has in common with the people Jesus mentions as being served through his ministry is his need. John is facing imminent death, and anyone facing that prospect needs some hope that things were not hopeless, just as the blind and lame needed some hope that there was someone somewhere who could put an end to their misery. It’s the rich and powerful who take offense at Jesus because he seems to be preoccupied with people who seem to matter so little – the poor, the sick, the weak, stranger. When we’re at the top of our game we find no use for a Savior because we feel we’ve done an adequate job of saving ourselves. But when those artificial structures that we’ve built start to crumble, when words like “divorce” or “downsize” or “disease” threaten our sense of security, we find ourselves suddenly standing in solidarity with the poor and the weak and the sick and the stranger. A wonderful movie that depicts this sudden sense of solidarity is Bucket List with Morgan Freedman and Jack Nicholson. A man of wealth and power is forced to share a hospital room with a man of modest means. Despite his access to the best doctors and treatments, the rich man shares the same diagnosis with the other man, who is more often ignored by the doctors. Suddenly they find that they have a lot in common. One of those things is a need for healing, and suddenly the words Jesus offers are at least able to offer us some comfort: “the blind receive their sight, the lame walk, the lepers are cleansed, the deaf hear, the dead are raised, and the poor have good news brought to them.” 
This is why we celebrate Christmas. God takes this giant leap and joins us in the flesh. He dwells with us, for better and for worse. Whatever we may have done to offend God doesn’t seem to matter to him – it hasn’t driven him away. In fact it may draw him closer to us, because God, in Jesus, came for the poor and the weak, and sick and the lame. God, in Jesus, came for us. And so, while we, like John, dwell in this in-between time of Jesus’ first coming as a poor baby and his future  arrival in glory, let us always find comfort and strength in Jesus words as they apply to us, as they satisfy our deepest need, to know that we are loved by the eternal God.
