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Third Sunday of Advent, Year A. 15th December 2019                    
 

Isaiah 35:1-10, Matthew 11:2-11 

The wilderness and the dry land shall be glad, the desert shall rejoice and blossom; like the crocus it shall 

blossom abundantly, and rejoice with joy and singing … A highway shall be there, and it shall be called the 

Holy Way;   (Isaiah 35.1, 8) 

Rejoicing and gladness are the keynotes of this third Sunday of Advent, traditionally known as Gaudete 

Sunday – which derives from the opening chant of the Latin Mass for this time of year – “Rejoice (Gaudete) 

in the Lord Always”i  It is also known as Rose Sunday, because there is a lightening of the penitential purple 

to rose pink – which suggests to me the heart opening up like rose or crocus petals. 

The Song of Mary celebrates just such an opening of the heart – and the fulfillment of a promise – My soul 

proclaims the greatness of the Lord: “My spirit rejoices in God my Saviour, from this day all generations will 

call me blessed.” Mary has consented to being the Mother of God and from this momentous yes now flows 

justice and release - the lowly are being lifted up, and the hungry have been filled with good things. The 

Song of Mary celebrates the real possibility that is available to us in every present moment, of being 

liberated and seeing all wrongs put to right.  

But in our other readings we are reminded that we are still in the middle of Advent - that while we anticipate 

the joy of Christmas, we are not there just yet. Isaiah looks forward to the time when “waters shall break 

forth in the wilderness” and “everlasting joy” shall be upon the people, but there is a way to go yet. In the 

wilderness, there will be found a highway – a “Holy Way” for those who choose to travel on it. As long as 

have the intention to set aside in Isaiah’s language, uncleanliness, or sin – or we might say those unhealthy, 

unhelpful, sometimes dangerous mentalities that work against life and love, then we will travel safely along 

this way – and even fools, reassuringly, will not get lost.  

“Strengthen the weak hands, & make firm the feeble knees. Say to those who are of a fearful heart, ‘Be 

strong, do not fear! Here is your God.” (Isaiah 35.3–4) So let’s not be timid, shaky or weak kneed as we set 

off on this path. Likewise, James counsels patience and urges us to strengthen our hearts, just as the farmer 

waits for the precious crop from the earth following the rains.  

But, considering it is Rose Sunday – a day for rejoicing – and after these wonderful images of life-giving 

streams and rains and new growth - it is something of a downer to find John the Baptist in prison. He has 

been locked up for rebuking the governor Herod Antipas for his unfaithfulness to his wife and brother and 

other wrong doings. Herod might also have been made nervous by John’s influence among great numbers of 

people.  In this dark and hopeless place, John is seemingly doubting whether Jesus was actually the one he 

had foretold with such vehemence and passion, or living up to the promise of being the one he had 

recognised even when they were both inside their mother’s wombs.  John sends word to Jesus, “Are you the 

one who is to come, or are we to wait for another?” It seems he was expecting more – where is the powerful 

leader wielding an axe in one hand to cut down the fruitless and a winnowing fork in the other to separate out 

the useless chaff with unquenchable fire? (Matthew 3.9-21) What has come of the revolution if the wild 

prophet of liberation, is now shackled in prison - soon to be beheaded at the whim of Salome? What of the 

promised reign of justice for the lowly and oppressed? It is a devastating story. His words speak of bitter 

disappointment – the words of a heartbroken and disillusioned man. “Are you the one who is to come, or are 

we to wait for another?”  

Before we move too quickly on to Jesus’ response, and to words of reassurance, let’s sit with John in prison 

and reflect that so many people in our broken world are in one kind of prison of injustice or another – those 

living in poverty both in developing countries and those at the bottom of our affluent pile, the unprecedented 

numbers of nationless refugees, and victims of discrimination and prejudice. Let us think of the many people 

in the course of history for whom, like John, justice did not arrive on time – lives ended in slavery or 

internment, people forcibly removed from ancestral lands, all those known to organisations like Amnesty 

International, and all those whose suffering and persecution goes unnoticed. 

John’s doubt also makes me think of passionate idealistic people who have dedicated their lives to a cause, 

only to face heartache after heartache, and come to question whether they have wasted their breath and time.  



I think of young activists today, sometimes seen as wild eyed and strange, and pray their hope will not be 

extinguished by the enormity of the problems facing our planet, and the deafness and blindness, or sheer 

greed, of many of the powerful. 

And let us also reflect on the state of own hearts and minds, which is both deeply personal but also 

intertwined with the public realm –let us reflect on our expectations, longings and hopes. Are there things 

that we despair of, are we exhausted and lacking in motivation because we have lost faith in something or 

doubt ourselves? Do we feel unfairly trapped by circumstance? In our lowest moments, do we look back on 

our life and think “is that it? I was hoping for something better than this.” 

These are the situations and realities that we, like John’s messengers, bring to Jesus. Are you going to deliver 

or should we wait for something better? Jesus responds, describing what he has been doing in words echoing 

various passages in Isaiah – the prophet of hope to an exiled and oppressed people. 

‘Go and tell John what you hear and see: 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 offence at me.’ 

Blessed is anyone who does not look away, run away, or take fright at the disturbance to their world. These 

stories of healing and compassion may not be what John was expecting, but they are signs of transformation. 

No doubt there is a place in the life of the spirit for dire warnings, for chopping down, winnowing and 

burning, but the key to the whole process for Jesus is healing and transformation effected by compassion. 

“Spiritualities excited by anything else, says Bill Loader, (like the magic of miracles, like overcoming the 

enemies of God by judgement, like getting all the rules right) miss the point.” ii  So reassure John, says Jesus, 

that the great work is underway. We are not told John’s response but we can hope that it was one of deep joy. 

Even the darkest of prisons cannot overcome the light. 

Jesus then turns to the crowds and affirms John as a prophet – an uncompromising voice in the wilderness – 

not a reed shaken in the wind; down to earth and brave – commanding attention by his authenticity rather 

than by wealth and worldly power. And more than that – as the messenger anticipated in Malachi who would 

“prepare the way before God.” (3.1) As Revd Sally noted last week, John did so by exhorting the people to 

themselves “Prepare the way of the Lord” – in neither passage is there the sense of preparing the way for 

God to arrive and sort it all out. The emphasis is upon each one of us preparing the way, by walking the way 

– the Holy Way described in Isaiah. We are not simply to look forward and wait passively for the desert to 

bloom. Were you not called, Jesus asks, to venture out and experience something?” “What did you go out 

into the wilderness to look at?’ … What then did you go out to see?” If not a trendy but shaky reed or a 

pampered showman, then who? The wild one who calls you to prepare the way, to walk the Holy Way of the 

Lord.  

I was at first puzzled by the final verse “Truly 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.” But if we understand 

the kingdom of heaven not as a place far away but as the ever-approaching Kingdom of God, and recall that 

John himself said he was unworthy to tie the anointed one’s sandal, it begins to make sense.  The Song of 

Mary proclaims that the lowly are lifted, and elsewhere in the status-reversing teaching of our servant king, 

we hear how the least shall be first. In essence none of our worldly hierarchies are applicable – all of us, even 

or especially, the most “unimportant” and “foolish” of us are walkers on the Holy Way and co-creators of 

this new world. 

So, in order for Advent to become Christmas in our lives, we can’t simply wait – we have to go out to the 

wilderness and see, we have get walking. It is not, of course, entirely up to us as individuals - the grace and 

light of the Incarnation comes to us as gift, but we do play our part in the nativity scene of the cosmos, by 

preparing the manger – what we do, as caretakers of one another and as pilgrims in the world, really counts. 

When we open our souls, as Mary did and does, streams will break forth with joy and flood the dry and 

parched places, bringing to life the seeds that have lain dormant in desert sands and bare fields. 

i  Philippians 4:4–6 
ii William Loader, First Thoughts on Year A Gospel Passages from the Lectionary  Advent 3: 15 December [2019] Matthew 11:2-11 
(http://wwwstaff.murdoch.edu.au/~loader/MtAdvent3.htm) 
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