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Throughout the Middle East there are many nations 

which have very ancient churches. It is very easy to 

forget that there are Palestinian Christians. In 

Jerusalem we keep hearing about the differences 

between Israel and Palestine, and Jews and 

Muslims. Caught up in the middle of this are 

Christian people who are of Palestinian or Arab 

origin. These people are caught in the middle of a 

battle that they have no part in. I don’t know if they 

take sides, or if they just stay in the middle 

between these two other groups.  

 

John the Baptist was one of those people caught in 

the middle. He was a prophet for the people of 

Israel and he stood in a long tradition of prophets. 

In fact he was the last of the prophets and he did 

just what the prophets before him had done. The 

prophets of the Old Testament said that if the 

people of Israel really wanted to serve God, then 

they had to change their ways. The prophets picked 

out the besetting sins of the people and told them 

what God thought of them. Prophets spoke God’s 

word to the people. They were the ones who 

communicated God’s message.  
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John was like the prophets of old but he was also 

announcing something new. This is how he was 

caught in the middle. While being part of the old 

order he had to convince people of the new thing 

that God was doing in the coming of the anointed 

one. This would be a world shattering event. John 

knew he had to prepare the people for it. John’s 

teaching was so odd that it caused the leaders of 

the people to send and ask who he was. No, he was 

not the Christ, he was not Elijah, he was not the 

prophet. John’s answer was, “I am the voice of one 

crying in the wilderness, ‘Make straight the way of 

the Lord.’” John was caught in the middle of the old 

and the new. A voice in the wilderness. Anyone who 

proposes something new can easily become a voice 

in the wilderness. New things are not readily 



accepted even if they are blatantly obvious. Here 

was the Messiah standing in the midst of his people 

and they didn’t recognise him. They didn’t 

recognise him in spite of all that the prophets had 

taught; in spite of the preparation by John. Jesus 

was the unknown one who came into their midst.  
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Our task still is to proclaim the coming of Jesus into 

our midst. But do we really know who this Jesus is 

any more than those in the Gospel? Can we 

proclaim his presence? The church often speaks as 

though it knows all there is to know about Jesus. 

There are many images of him we portray. We are 

likely to latch on to one or two and ignore the rest. 

For instance, there is the image of Jesus as the 

innocuous infant, or the dispenser of salvation. He 

is also seen as a revolutionary leader, or a spiritual 

guru. There are many ways in which the church and 

individual Christians claim to understand Jesus. All 

these understandings tell us something of Jesus 

and his message. But they only tell us something. 

They do not tell us everything. We cannot grasp the 

fullness of Jesus and the meaning of his life. Even 

the disciples who were constantly with him reveal 

their misunderstanding of who Jesus was. The 

gospel reminds us that people had to go through a 

process of coming to know who Jesus was. As in 

today’s Gospel, even John had his doubts and sent 

his disciples to confirm if Jesus was the one. And so 

we are still part of that process of coming to know. 

In this life maybe we will never fully know exactly 

who Jesus is. We are caught in the middle of 

knowing and not knowing at the same time.  
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The problem of thinking we know everything there 

is to know about Jesus is that we close ourselves off 

to learning anything new. The very fact of not 

knowing leaves us open to new ways of knowing. 

When we don’t know all there is to know, God can 

come again and teach us something new. And the 

new sometimes comes in the most unexpected 

ways.  

 

In this Advent season we are reminded again that 

God breaks into our lives in strange ways. The birth 

of an infant is not how one would expect God to 

come to the world. And this very baby soon 



becomes the one who challenges the religious 

authorities. He overthrows the status quo of the 

Temple and its ritual. This baby becomes the one 

who offers the people strange teaching which they 

find difficult to understand. He dismisses his own 

family and finally provokes the suspicion of the 

government which leads to his death.  
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God acts in surprising ways to bring his presence 

among us. We do well not to close our minds to the 

surprises God brings. For God brings about a 

transformation which eventually affects the world. 

The transformation was prefigured by the prophet 

Isaiah. His words suggest that the people have to 

be part of the transformation which God wills. They 

have some practical things to do.  

 

Isaiah’s words still ring true for us as we prepare 

for our celebration of the coming of the messiah. 

He says we are to bring good news to the 

oppressed. Yes, the good news of God’s love in 

Jesus is our perpetual theme. But for those who are 

oppressed words are not enough. Words need to be 

given flesh. Words need to issue in action. And that 

was Jesus’ evidence to John’s question, ‘are you the 

one who is to come, or are we to wait for another?’ 

The evidence being ‘the blind receive sight, the 

lame walk, the leapers are cleansed, the deaf hear, 

the dead are raised, and the poor have good news 

brought to them. 

 

We are to proclaim liberty to the captives and 

release to the prisoners through the gospel truth 

that redemption is offered to all. However I don’t 

think this means we are to open the prison doors 

and let the criminals roam free, but rather that 

there is hope for change for anyone.  
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And so I do believe it means we have to change the 

conditions which put people there in the first place. 

That will bring lasting freedom to those who are 

bound by inhuman treatment, bound by addictive 

behaviours. I think we are required to change many 

conditions in our world which do not bring the 



peace we talk about at Christmas. The problem is 

we live an era where the government has now 

replaced the services that society once offered, 

community cohesion, social connections and family 

support, yet the problems of society only get 

worse. So there needs to be not just a social change 

but also an individual change. We need to 

rearticulate the message that personal human 

connection with the divine is essential for human 

flourishing.   

 

Being an Advent prophet like John and like Isaiah 

has some real changes of behaviour in store for us 

if we are to be true to the Gospel. We may find 

ourselves caught in the middle of those who want 

to hear the startling new message and those who 

prefer to stay as they are. But to proclaim the 

coming of God in the person of Jesus is our task. 

It’s a proclamation of words and deeds. It’s nothing 

less than a transformation of society brought about 

by God. We are invited to open ourselves to expect 

change. We are invited to be open to the possibility 

of change. Through our participation God will act.  


