
HOPES & FEARS
Dealing With Disappointment at Christmas

Psa 146:5-10; Isaiah 35:1-10; Luke 1:46b-55; Matt 11:2-11; James 
5:7-10

Why These Advent Texts?

A young pastor in another state wrote me a few days ago and confessed his 
confusion over the Bible passages set forth in the lectionary list for this week. “I 
get next week’s texts,” he said. “They are actually about the birth of Jesus? But 
what in the world does this text about John the Baptist from the middle of 
Matthew’s gospel have to do with Advent? How does it connect in any way with 
what most of us are dealing with or thinking about at Christmas?”

 I could appreciate my friend’s confusion. Perhaps, some of you can too. At 
first glance, this story from Matthew 11 seems like a pretty peculiar passage to 
throw into the middle of the Christmas season, doesn’t it? For one thing, it 
describes events more than 30 years after the birth of Jesus. Christ’s cousin, 
John, has long since done his prophetic work of preparing the way for the 
arrival of the Messiah (John 1:23). He has passed the baton, as it were, by 
identifying Jesus of Nazareth AS that Messiah (John 1:29). Jesus is well out into 
his public ministry by now, so why this fast forward in time when we should be 
talking about the earlier events of Christmas?

But it’s not just the timing of this text from Matthew 11 that is confusing; it’s 
also the tone. I mean, check me if I’m wrong, but isn’t Christmas supposed to 
be about the GOOD NEWS of God’s entrance into human life? It’s about the 
triumph of God’s peace and provision, the final victory of his justice and joy. 
Maybe you noticed that this IS the tone of most of the other lectionary texts for 
this day.

Because We All Need Hope

In Psalm 146, for example, we are told: “Blessed are those whose help is 
the God of Jacob, whose HOPE is in the Lord their God. He is the 
Maker of heaven and earth, the sea, and everything in them — he 
remains faithful forever” (Psalm 146:5-6). In other words, put your fervent 
HOPE in the coming of God. Things will be good.

Our lectionary text from Isaiah 35 expands on that vision further: “Strengthen 
the feeble hands, steady the knees that give way; say to those with 
fearful hearts, ‘Be strong, do not FEAR; your God will come… he will 
come to save you” (Isaiah 35:3-4). In other words, live without FEAR, 



because when God comes to save you, he is going to set everything right. 
Isaiah goes on in the next verses to paint this vivid picture of the whole 
creation being renewed. Blind and deaf people get their senses restored. Mute 
people shout for joy. Lame people leap. (Chicago’s sports teams could use this 
right now!) The desert becomes an oasis. All the ravenous beasts that have 
preyed on people are banished. “Gladness and joy will overtake them, 
and sorrow and sighing will flee away” (Isa 35:5-10).

And then in our text from Luke 1, the virgin Mary shares a similar vision of the 
future in the song commonly known as The Magnificat: “My soul glorifies 
the Lord and my spirit rejoices in God my Savior, for he has been 
mindful of the humble state of his servant” (Luke 1:47-48). Mary sings 
on about God’s plan to scatter the proud and bring down unjust rulers, to lift 
up the meek and fill the hungry with good things.

It’s a beautiful vision that these passages all paint. It’s like the optimism nations 
sometimes feel at the election of a talented new president. It’s like the hopeful 
expectation employees sometimes feel at the news that they are getting a new 
and better boss. It’s like the joyful anticipation fans and players feel when the 
losing team finally gets a new coach or recruits a new star. Things are going to 
get fixed. Wonderful changes will happen. Life will get better for everybody. 
This is what John the Baptist was hoping the Messiah would bring. 

Because We All Face Fear

And then comes Matthew 11. Suddenly, we are transported far from the warm 
HOPE that shines from the manger. Instead, we are plunged into the cold FEAR 
that darkens a prison cell. Things have not happened as John thought they 
would. Oh, Jesus had created a stir to be sure; but the unjust rule of Rome 
remained. Christ was unmasking human conceit and deceit with his teaching; 
but woefully proud people remained in power. The Nazarene was doing works 
of healing and feeding; but so much hurt and hunger still haunted the land. 

John had himself been arrested by King Herod. The corrupt leader had not 
taken lightly to the prophet’s critique of his character and administration. As 
John sat in that dungeon, his stomach growling for even a crust of moldy 
bread. I wonder if the famous words of Psalm 146 came to John’s mind: “the 
Lord upholds the cause of the oppressed and gives food to the 
hungry… The Lord sets prisoners free… gives sight to the blind… lifts 
up those who are bowed down… the Lord loves the righteous… but 
he frustrates the ways of the wicked” (Psalm 146:7-9).

“Really?” I imagine John wondering. “Then what am I doing here and why is 
Herod still on his throne? What if I was wrong about Jesus?” Suddenly, John 
hears footsteps in the corridor outside his cell. Some of his former followers 
have come to visit. Matthew 11 recounts the facts like this: “When John, who 



was in prison, heard about the deeds of the Messiah, he sent his 
disciples to ask him, “Are you the one who is to come, or should we 
expect someone else?”

On one level, this is indeed a strange text for the Advent season. Amidst this 
season of HOPE and assurance, why draw our attention to this question of 
FEAR and uncertainty? The only answer that makes sense to me is because 
Advent is really about both. It is about the God who comes offering hope to 
people who still understandably fear. As the old Christmas carol puts it, “the 
hopes AND fears of all the years are met in thee tonight.”

The fearful truth is that the first Advent of Jesus did not do away with the 
darkness, as John and many of us have hoped it would. We long to live in a 
world like the Psalmist, Isaiah, and Mary foresee – where debt and downsizing 
and divorce and depression and decay and divisions and despots and disease 
and death are no more. During the holidays we often feel the agony of these 
various forms of darkness more acutely than at any other time of the year. The 
very perseverance of this darkness despite all the calls to be of good cheer can 
make us question God or falter in faith, as John the Baptist did. 

That’s O.K. It’s natural and normal. But amidst those doubts and fears, don’t 
forget the true message of the First Advent. The message of Christmas is that 
into the darkness the light is coming (John 1:5,9). At his First Advent, Christ 
did not come to remove all darkness, but to fill it with his presence. God took 
his place in a manger and on a cross, so that you and I might know that we are 
no longer alone in our struggle. Be assured, Christ will do away with darkness 
forever at his Second Coming. But his redeeming work begins now in those 
who know how much they need his company. 

This is the key to understanding the response Jesus gives when John’s disciples 
pose their master’s fearful question: “Are you the one… or should we 
expect someone else?” “Jesus replied, ‘Go back and report to John 
what you hear and see: The blind receive sight, the lame walk, those 
who have leprosy are cleansed, the deaf hear, the dead are raised, 
and the good news is proclaimed to the poor’” (Matt 11:4-5). In other 
words, says Jesus, look around you. The great light foretold by the prophets is 
beginning to dawn. The great renewal of the creation is beginning to happen. 
It is starting in the lives of the most needy. It is beginning with those who 
know they most need God. How much do you think this world needs God? 
How much do you know you need his presence?

Nurture, Heal, Love

In some mysterious way, as children often do, Jesse Lewis must have known 
that we all do. There seems no other explanation for why the six-year-old wrote 
what he did on the kitchen blackboard that day, one year ago now, before 



trundling off to school. Jesse Lewis loved mud, his big brother, his golden 
yellow stuffed bear, and his classmates at the Sandy Hook Elementary School in 
Newtown, Connecticut. As his normally safe school was suddenly invaded by a 
terrible darkness that day, Jesse shouted to his classmates to “Run!” while he 
himself stood his ground and faced the serpent who’d invaded their garden. 

It was only later, after that unspeakable tragedy, that Jesse’s mother Scarlett 
found the message her son had scrawled onto the kitchen blackboard. It 
became the inspiration for the foundation she established in Jesse’s memory – 
to educate kids on bullying, anger management, and above all compassion. 
Jesse’s last communication to his family were these three words, scrawled in 
chalk: “Norturing. Helin. Love.”

At so many levels, this is what the world needs. In the simplest terms, this is 
what the Psalmist, Isaiah, and Mary all said that God wants to give to us. This is 
what we are all looking for and, in some measure, finding by His grace along 
the way. We must never stop working together to bring this light into every 
dark corner. This is why the ministry of the Church must not simply survive but 
thrive. The Body of Christ is God’s number one strategy for making his 
nurturing, healing, and loving presence known.

But it doesn’t all sit on the shoulders of us kids. One day, Christ is coming back 
to complete the work. The time of fearful wondering, of tremulous hoping will 
be done. The final bell will sound. School will be over and an endless summer 
begin. And all God’s children will be more than safe. They will be shouting for 
joy. 

“Be patient, then, brothers and sisters, until the Lord’s coming,” writes 
the Apostle James. “Be patient and stand firm” (James 5:7-10). As professor 
David Lose observes: “When we, too, [like John the Baptist], feel stuck between 
God’s promises made and God’s promises kept; when we, too… know ourselves 
to live in between Christ’s first coming at Bethlehem and his second in glory; 
when we, too, at times, disappointed by ourselves, the world, and even God, 
find ourselves whispering a prayer as desperate as it is ancient and simple: O 
Come, Lord Jesus, come…” When all our hopes and fears are swirling like a 
snowstorm, this we can trust: God does come to us. He meets us in our 
weakness. He holds onto us in our uncertainty. He comforts us in our losses 
and fear. “For God in Jesus came not for the strong and the proud but for the 
weak and vulnerable. God in Jesus… came for us.”
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