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The first two verses of our gospel reading for today are actually sort of surprising.  Take another look at them.  First of all, we are reminded that John is in prison.  There’s only the briefest mention of it in chapter four; in chapter 14, we’ll read that John got tossed in prison by Herod, because John told Herod he couldn’t marry Herodias, who was Herod’s brother’s wife.  Herod, classy guy that he was, had John jailed for the judgment.  The second surprise in this reading is that we discover John having some doubts that Jesus truly is the promised Messiah.  After all, John sends some of his own followers out to track Jesus down and ask him, “Are you the one who is to come, or are we to wait for another?”

This is an especially strange question for John to ask.  After all, the last time we saw John, he was declaring the coming of the Lord out in the wilderness. Just last week, our gospel reading was from Matthew 3, where the wild and wooly character of John appears in the wilderness, preaching repentance and preparation for the coming of the Messiah.  John knows the Messiah is coming, and he knows that judgment comes along with him.

The part of that chapter we didn’t read last week is the part where Jesus approaches John to be baptized by him.  Maybe you remember the passage – John protests, but eventually relents, and Jesus is baptized by John in the Jordan River.  Afterwards, the gospel reads,  “When Jesus had been baptized, just as he came up from the water, suddenly the heavens were opened to him and he saw the Spirit of God descending like a dove and alighting on him. And a voice from heaven said, ‘This is my Son, the Beloved, with whom I am well pleased.’”
It is a dramatic scene, one you remember, one that sticks out as incredible and irrefutable.  So how could John forget it?  John himself was there in the water with Jesus as God proclaimed that this man was the Messiah, the one they had been waiting for.  So why would he question?  Why would he send his followers to investigate?  Why would he, the man who baptized Jesus, the man who had proclaimed the Messiah’s arrival, why would he have doubts?

It helps, I think, to look back at the kind of Messiah that John proclaimed.  Do you remember those foreboding words from last week’s gospel?  John declared to those who came to him, “One who is more powerful than I is coming after me; I am not worthy to carry his sandals. He will baptize you with the Holy Spirit and fire. His winnowing fork is in his hand, and he will clear his threshing floor and will gather his wheat into the granary; but the chaff he will burn with unquenchable fire.”  The Messiah John declares demands repentance, destroys sin, makes a way in the world with power and might.  John expects a Messiah who will change the world with vengeance.  And what has this man Jesus done?  He hasn’t overthrown the powers that be – he can’t even get John out of jail.  There is no condemnation, no battle between good and evil, no chaos of righteousness.  

Jesus is not the kind of Messiah that John wanted.  He wanted one who would blaze a Holy Way through the wilderness of sin.  Instead, he gets this peaceful teacher who spends more time healing than fighting.  Clearly, Jesus is the Messiah – as he points out to John’s followers, he is fulfilling the prophecy of Isaiah where the blind see, the deaf hear, and the lame walk.  He’s just not the kind of Messiah John wanted.
And can we blame him?  After all, we have a certain expectation for the ways things should be.  Like John, we want it to be hard – maybe not so much for us, but certainly for others.  We want the satisfaction of knowing that we have it right, that we are on the straight and narrow way blazed for us by the holy and terrible Warrior Messiah that we follow.  We want the Holy Way to be difficult, because we want to think that only we are good enough to walk it.  And when Jesus doesn’t conform to our expectations of judgment and destruction for others, we turn away, disgusted, and make him and his teachings into something other than reality.
Listen again to Isaiah, and hear the way the prophet describes the way of the Lord: “A highway shall be there, and it shall be called the Holy Way; the unclean shall not travel on it, but it shall be for God's people; no traveler, not even fools, shall go astray. No lion shall be there, nor shall any ravenous beast come up on it; they shall not be found there, but the redeemed shall walk there.”  This is no narrow, winding, dangerous path where travelers prove their worth – this is a wide, safe, highway.  This is a path so safe, so easy, so well-prepared that even fools can find the way easily.  And thank God for that, because otherwise fools like you and me would easily lose their way.
We are the ones who make the way narrow – not God.  When we decide what kind of people get to follow the Messiah – when we declare that those who are not like us because of how they look or who they love or where they live are not worthy to be real followers – we make the way narrow.  And when the way is narrow, it is not God’s way.  When the way is narrow, it is not the Holy Way.  The narrow way is the human way, and we walk down it alone.  The narrow way sends us deeper and deeper into fear, resentment, self-pity, anger, and hatred.  The narrow way takes us further and further from the Messiah, leaving us to wonder if we are to wait for another.

When a doubtful, frustrated John questions whether Jesus is truly the Messiah, Jesus does not respond with disappointed judgment and lines in the sand.  Far from it!  Instead, he lifts John up as a true prophet – more than just a prophet, one who prepares the Holy Way for Jesus and his followers.  He gently reminds John and those gathered that the Way is for those who are broken, who need healing, who are lost and searching for guidance.  On the Holy Way, even the least of all these is greater than even the greatest prophet.  In other words, Jesus does not judge John for his doubt.  He lifts him up, and through him continues to show others the way.
The same is true for us.  There is no condemnation from Jesus for us who have gone down our own way of vindictiveness and pride.  Jesus is calling to us, inviting us to join him on the Holy Way with the broken and the wounded and the foolish.  When we stop insisting on judgment and instead care for those who are hurting, when we stop making Jesus into what we want him to be and listen to the grace and openness he truly grants,  when we turn from self-reliance and let Jesus guide our steps, we find ourselves on the Holy Way of the true Messiah, we receive the promise of Isaiah: we obtain joy and gladness, and sorrow and sighing shall flee away.  Thanks be to God.
