
Advent 3, Matthew 11, Expectations 

 I saw a most interesting news story last week that spoke to the power of expectations in 

shaping our reality.  The story was aired in relation to the 75th anniversary of the bombing of 

Pearl Harbor on Dec. 7, 1941, “a day that will live in infamy”, as President Roosevelt declared at 

the time.  Tom Brokaw, who has done a lot of writing and reporting about the generation that 

lived through WW II, now dubbed “the greatest generation”, was being interviewed for this 

story.  We still have some congregational members that were a part of that generation and that 

war: Roy Mattson and Bob Anderson are both part of that greatest generation that fought in the 

Second World War.  At any rate, Tom Brokaw was asked what distinguished this “greatest 

generation”, what enabled them to rise to the challenges of WW II.  He responded that it was the 

circumstances through which they lived that had shaped their expectations.  This generation had 

lived through the hardship, scarcity and poverty of the Great Depression, and accordingly had 

very low expectations when it came to comforts.  They expected life to be hard, they expected to 

have to sacrifice, and they expected the future to be a series of uphill battles, as it literally 

became for many of them.  Some had been so poor, that the army requisitioned pants and boots 

they received were the first new clothes they’d had in a decade.  I found it fascinating that their 

circumstances and expectations so completely shaped their perception of their experience and 

their mission.  Which is profoundly true for all of us, but we tend to not always realize that. 

 Let’s segue way to our gospel text for a moment, a text centered around John the Baptist 

and his circumstances and expectations. Our Gospel lesson last week also featured John the 

Baptizer, but we focused instead on the peace theme from our Old Testament lesson, Isaiah 11.  

With the Julebyen and all, it’s just possible that you may not recall last week’s Gospel since it 

wasn’t our focus, so let me refresh your memories briefly.  We learned of John, kin to Jesus, an 



ascetic preacher who lived intentionally in the wilderness and dressed and ate with a puritanical 

kind of simplicity and austerity.  He preached repentance, addressing his listeners thus: “You 

brood of vipers!  Bear fruit worthy of repentance.  I baptize you with water repentance, but one 

more powerful than I is coming after me; He will baptize you with the Holy Spirit and fire.”  To 

say the least, we were introduced to a confident and assertive John the Baptizer, a man who 

knew his own mind, knew his God, and knew his mission: to call folks to repentance for the 

coming Messiah. 

 But in this morning’s text, we meet a far different John.  The Gospel lesson began, 

“When John heard in prison what the Messiah was doing, he sent word by his disciples and said 

to Jesus, “Are you the one who is to come, or are we to wait for another?”   This is no longer the 

confident and assured preacher of repentance, making way for Jesus.  This is a man consumed 

with doubt, one who does not understand what he’s been hearing about this Jesus he made way 

for, one who is reduced to sending others to ask this rather poignant question which amounts to 

asking: “was I wrong about you?”  And no wonder John is different; his circumstances have 

changed dramatically, and that, as we noted, shapes our expectations and perceptions.  In last 

week’s Gospel, John was at the top of his game; free, radical, preaching to crowds in the vast 

wilderness.  Now he’s none of those things.  He’s imprisoned, he’s constrained, he’s alone, and 

he’s surrounded by the walls of a jail cell.  And he begins to doubt what he formally held true.  

Primarily because his expectations are not being met.  Jesus is not the Messiah John expected 

him to be. Let’s think about that a little. 

 Why is John in prison, to begin with?  It’s because he criticized King Herod’s sexual and 

marital morality.  John feared no one and spoke what he believed to be true, and when he spoke 

truth to power in this instance, it cost him his freedom.  Eventually it will cost him his life.  And 



having a lot of time on his hands in prison, John begins to wonder and reflect and doubt.  He’s 

hearing things about the Messiah, Jesus, that just don’t ring true to him.  Again, the first verse of 

our lesson:  “When John heard in prison what the Messiah was doing, he sent word by his 

disciples and said to Jesus, “Are you the one who is to come, or are we to wait for another?”  In 

point of fact, hearing tell of Jesus’ activities, John begins to doubt his own initial proclamation of 

Christ as the Messiah.  Because Jesus isn’t living up to John’s expectations of what the Messiah 

would be and do.  Apparently John shared with most of the folk of his day an expection of a 

militant Messiah, a Messiah who would liberate Israel from Roman occupation and restore the 

political power of that small country.  He pictured a Messiah like himself---forceful, radical, 

angry.  He might have had in mind one of the verses out of the prophecy from Isaiah 35, our first 

lesson: “Here is your God.  He will come with vengeance, with terrible recompense.  He will 

come and save you.”  But how would that vengeance and saving occur?  Through might and 

force, in John’s mind.  So, that which John expected is not happening.  Instead of a 

military/political Messiah, he is hearing about a Messianic ministry of teaching, healing, and 

mercy.  Not quite what the blunt and forceful John had in mind at all!  And Jesus’ answer to John 

may not have been to John’s liking either, although we are never told how he reacts to it.  

Because Jesus doesn’t waver in his own understanding of what it means to be Messiah, even 

though it isn’t the understanding of John and others.  He tells John’s followers to give John an 

honest account of the ministry they see Jesus doing: healing and preaching, works of mercy and 

charity.  He uses words not unlike some of the other verses in our lesson from Isaiah 35 today.  

Isaiah declared, “Then shall the eyes of the blind be opened, and the ears of the deaf unstopped; 

the lame shall leap like a deer, and the tongue of the speechless sing for joy.”   And Jesus tells 

the messengers John sent, “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.”  Very much like those prophetic words from Isaiah many centuries 

earlier, minus the part about vengeance and recompense.   But that missing part was what people 

like best, and that was the kind of Messiah that most people, including John, were expecting.  

They did not get what they expected, and the disconnect was a problem for them.  

 We, too, have expectations.  And unlike our courageous forebears of that Greatest 

Generation, we have high expectations of comfort, prosperity, good health, long life and so on.  

We are not easily transformed into a self-sacrificing people that face hardship for the common 

good.  In fact, if anything, the generations following that Greatest Generation are frequently and 

possibly fairly critiqued for having attitudes of entitlement and expectations of ease. Yet even 

with all the advantages and advances of the millennia since Christ’s day and in the decades since 

WW II, we still will have our expectations disappointed.  We will still deal with that disconnect 

between expectation and reality.  Because reality, as you know, is often difficult and 

discouraging.  It involves cancer, accidents, depression,  illness, broken relationships, divorce, 

unemployment, financial anxiety.  No one expects or  anticipates or dreams of such things to be a 

part of one’s own reality, but tough things happen to everyone.  Even the most pampered and 

privileged cannot escape the brokenness of our world and our lives.  Life is simply often not 

what we expected. 

 Neither, of course, is Christmas. If any time of year has inflated and unrealistic 

expectations in general, it is this time of year. Expectations shaped by Norman Rockwell 

drawings or Currier and Ives illustrations or Christmas-themed television shows. We anticipate 

close, happy family gatherings; and giving the perfect gifts that meet everyone’s expectations.  

But, of course, family gatherings are not always close or happy, and gifts are often kind of a let-



down.  We anticipate gentle, lovely snow falling and roaring fireplaces.  We may instead get 

brown Christmases or heavy snows that cripple travel, and maybe our house doesn’t even have a 

fire-place, so that’s not going to happen.  We expect to feel warmed, moved, excited about 

Christmas Eve and Christmas Day.  But sometimes we instead just feel sad, irritated, or 

strangely unmoved.  Our expectations are often unrealistic and go unmet, which can leave us 

with that jarring disconnect and feelings of discouragement and disappointment. “Are you really 

the one, Jesus,” we might wonder, “or are we actually waiting for someone else?”  Someone who 

promises us ease and prosperity and makes our troubles go away and puts down our adversaries?  

If that’s our expectation of the Messiah, we will be disappointed.  Christ will never fulfill that set 

of expectations.  That’s not the version of Messiah that he lived out. He instead lived out his 

calling as Messiah in a way that brought healing to the broken and redemption to the lost and 

gave even the poor a reason to rejoice.  He looked to re-order, to re-orient Creation and the 

human soul, and that is the repentance for which he called, rather than the harsh and forceful 

recompense that many, including John, may have expected.  Maybe we expect differently, too.  

So, indeed, Christ may not meet our expectations-- but maybe sometimes that’s a very good 

thing.  Even a cause for joy, as we worship on this Joy Sunday, the third Sunday of Advent. 

 Seeing the llama at our Living Nativity last Sunday reminded me of a llama story that I 

used years ago, which I found and am recycling by using it again today.  Some of you may recall 

it.  The story took place about a decade ago near Nashwauk.  Turned out that Dolly, a one-year-

old llama, had gone missing from her owner’s home for nearly a week.  Her owner had been 

searching for her without success.  And then this random woman, named Pat Pauna, was driving 

home one day and saw the llama.  Turned out that Pat had never before seen a llama in real life, 

but she still knew a llama when she saw one.  I think it’s safe to safe that whatever else Pat had 



expected to encounter on her ride home, she hadn’t expected that she would see a llama.  

Apparently she had a cell phone, and she called the county sheriff’s department, who called the 

owner, and she learned she should try to lure Dolly the llama with carrots.  The newspaper article 

quotes Pat as saying, “Fortunately I had 30 little baby carrots.”  This mystifies me somewhat, as I 

usually travel without carrots, but for whatever reason, Pat had some with her.  Seems nearly 

providential, doesn’t it?  So, Pat lured Dolly to come to her, and she grabbed hold of Dolly’s 

halter and led her the mile and half down the road to Pat’s barn.  Pat reports that the llama 

hummed the entire walk and gave her a kiss.  The article finished with Pat’s quote:  “I’m 68 

years old, and this is the best thing that ever happened to me.” 

 Now, I don’t know if Pat was exaggerating a bit about that or not, but it’s safe to say that 

this completely unexpected event was a source of delight to her.  Which leads me to conclude 

that God often confounds our expectations, yes--but sometimes that turns out to be a very good 

thing after all.  Many of our finest blessings may come in the form of events that were not at all 

what we expected.  God likes surprises. God likes to confound our expectations!  Which is why 

God becomes incarnate in a baby to a poor family and lies in an animals feeding trough, which is 

a genuinely surprising and unexpected thing to do, when we stop to think about it.   

 I think it was the English poet, John Keats, who coined the phrase, “negative capability”, 

by which he meant the ability to wait without growing irritable.  Many of us could use more 

negative capability, based on that definition.  Certainly I could. Much of our lives are spent in 

expectation, in a state of waiting.  The extent to which we trust God likely determines our ability 

to experience expectation with hope and joy rather than with dread or irritability.  God is a part 

of our expectations, a part of our waitings, the source of our hopes.  God may surprise us and 

confound our expectations, but even that is done out of love.  We are rapidly approaching 



Christmas.  This is a time of waiting, of hope, of expectations.    We are expecting something 

huge and surprising: the birth of the Messiah, God in the flesh.  This incarnate God will grow up 

to be the Messiah who brings not vengeance, but mercy; not condemnation, but redemption.  

While Christ will confound our expectations again and again, this is exactly how God operates.  

And this is indeed good news of a great joy for all the people, including us.  Amen.   

 

 

 

 

 

 


