Sunday ,December 30, 2025
What do you fear?  Insisting on Hope this Advent
“WHEN WE’RE RUNNING OUT OF HOPE, GOD IS AT WORK”
Scripture Readings: Isaiah 43:19-21 & Matthew 11:1-11
“I am about to do a new thing;
 now it springs forth, do you not perceive it?
I will make a way in the wilderness
 and rivers in the desert.
The wild animals will honor me,
 the jackals and the ostriches;
for I give water in the wilderness,
 rivers in the desert,
to give drink to my chosen people,
 the people whom I formed for myself
so that they might declare my praise.”
Matthew 11:1–11 (NRSV)
“When Jesus had finished instructing his twelve disciples, he went on from there to teach and proclaim his message in their cities.
When John heard in prison what the Messiah was doing, he sent word by his disciples and said to him, ‘Are you the one who is to come, or are we to wait for another?’
Jesus answered them, ‘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 offense at me.’
As they went away, Jesus began to speak to the crowds about John:
‘What did you go out into the wilderness to look at? A reed shaken by the wind?
What then did you go out to see? Someone dressed in soft robes? Look, those who wear soft robes are in royal palaces.
What then did you go out to see? A prophet? Yes, I tell you, and more than a prophet.
This is the one about whom it is written,
“See, I am sending my messenger ahead of you,
who will prepare your way before you.”
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.’”
Prayer of Illumination: 
Holy One, as we come to reflect on your Word, help us to be open and attentive. May the words of my mouth and the meditations of our hearts be guided by your Spirit and grounded in your truth. Give us ears to truly listen, minds to understand, and hearts ready to be changed. Meet us here—in our questions, our hopes, and our doubts—and speak to us in a way that we can recognize and carry into our lives. In Christ’s name we pray, Amen.
As we gather on this Second Sunday of Advent, we stand in the space between promise and fulfillment, between longing and arriving, between the world as it is and the world as it could be. Our theme this season is insisting on hope—hope even when we cannot see its results, hope even when the world around us seems unchanged, hope even when our hearts are weary. The scriptures today speak directly into this experience of wavering hope. In Isaiah 43, God proclaims, “I am about to do a new thing; now it springs forth, do you not perceive it?” It is a reminder that God’s work often happens in ways that are subtle rather than sensational.
But in Matthew 11, we meet a man who is struggling to perceive. John the Baptist, once the fiery prophet who heralded Jesus’ coming, is now sitting in prison. The crowds have gone home. The wilderness is behind him. His courage, once blazing like the torch that sits on the table, is flickering. And from that cramped, dark cell, he sends a message to Jesus: “Are you the one who is to come, or are we to wait for another?” It is not merely a theological question. It is a cry of the soul. 
John’s whole life had been built on conviction. He proclaimed a Messiah of power and judgment, one who would shake the foundations of the unjust order. But Jesus had not overthrown the Herodians or Rome; he had not dismantled the political oppression of their time. John may have wondered: Is this really how the kin(g)dom comes? Did I misunderstand? Did I hope in the wrong direction? 
Look at today’s incredible artwork.  It is entitled “Hope Like a Dancer” by Lauren Wright Pittman.  What do you notice about it?  (Wait for people to respond?) Does this look like a man in prison?  Where can you see yourself in the painting?
[image: A person with a beard and curly hair

AI-generated content may be incorrect.]
Here is what the artist herself wrote about this painting. “John the Baptist was thrown in prison after publicly questioning the legality of Herod’s marriage (Matthew 14:3-5). He was not afraid to go toe-to-toe with the powerful, and perhaps he expected Jesus’ ministry to look more confrontational and politically strategic. In questioning Jesus, I wonder if John sought a particular answer to hang his hope on, that maybe the Messiah would be how he’d imagined him. Maybe Jesus would bust him out of jail and take things straight to Herod, but Jesus offers something else.
In this image, John sits in prison, letting the disciples’ testimony settle in. People with hearing, visual, and physical impairments experience new senses and mobility. Those with skin diseases are cleansed. Those with little material comfort are offered irrepressible hope, and the lungs of the dead are filled with the breath of life. I decided to image this good news through the dancing light of a lantern in John’s prison cell. I chose dancing figures because dancing feels like a primal response to the radical healing taking place outside the prison walls. As these six dancers illuminate the cell, I imagine John, even if for a moment, breaking into a bit of laughter at the magnitude of Jesus’ ministry. Jesus was quite literally doing the unimaginable. He was removing barriers so that the marginalized were no longer reduced to begging and sitting on mats, shoved to the edges of society. He was not only healing physical ailments; perhaps more importantly, he was restoring people to community.
Out of all the miraculous actions mentioned, the news did not include “release of the captives” (Luke 4:18-19).2 With this message, John would know that he was not going to be freed,3 and so, the number of dancers would remain one short of seven.4 As we know all too well, God’s work isn’t completed in Jesus’ time. We are still woefully short of realizing the fullness of God’s desire for all of creation, and the work is ours to see through. Until then, let us keep our eyes peeled for the glimmers of hope dancing all around us and work toward a day when all can join in that dance of wholeness.”
Have you ever wondered: Is this really how the kin(g)dom comes? Did I misunderstand? Did I hope in the wrong direction? Many of us know what that question feels like. We have prayed for healing, but the illness remains. We have marched for justice like John the Baptist, but the system persists. We have given our lives to caregiving, to kindness, to service, and wondered: did it matter? Am I doing any good? Is God really working? And Jesus responds not with scolding, not with divine thunder, and not with certainty, but with signs of mercy. Tell John what you see and hear: 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. 
Jesus points John not to political upheaval, but to personal transformation. Jesus is essentially saying: John, hope is still happening even if you can’t see or perceive it. The kin(g)dom is still coming. But maybe not in the way you expected. Maybe not with spectacle. Maybe not with immediate victory. But with movement, with momentum, with mercy. This is hope that is not rooted in outcome, but in perception. Hope that trusts God is working even when the systems remain intact. Hope that trembles and questions but still reaches for God. 
Isaiah echoes the same idea: God is doing a new thing. But we must perceive it. This is why Advent is not just a season of waiting—it is a season of training our eyes and ears to detect hope. If hope depended solely on evidence, on measurable results, on guaranteed success, most of us would have given up long ago. Hope is not certainty; hope is believing that something sacred is unfolding even when we cannot prove it. I want us to consider something humbling: John never got out of prison. Jesus’ message to him did not include: “and you, John, will be released.” The Isaiah promise of streams in the desert was true, but John did not live to witness the fullness of that stream. Many faithful people have spent their lives investing in a hope that future generations will see more clearly than they ever could. Jesus says of John: among those born of women, no one has arisen greater. John’s doubt did not disqualify him. His trembling did not diminish him. Jesus affirms him not in spite of his question—but through it. 
Hope that trembles is still hope. Faith that asks questions is still faith. And Advent does not ask us to pretend or force optimism. Advent invites us to keep showing up even when we are uncertain, to ask our honest questions, to hold on to hope not because we are sure, but because we trust that God is at work even when we cannot see it. 
This Advent, I invite you to insist on hope. Insist on hope when fear tries to speak louder. Insist on hope when the news is grim. Insist on hope when you feel small. Insist on hope even when the way forward looks unclear. Because God is doing a new thing. And we are part of that unfolding story. So, let us go into the world asking: What do I see? What do I hear? Where is God at work? How is love breaking through? Hope is not just a feeling; it is a practice. We do not have to be certain. We do not have to be fearless. We do not have to see the end of the story. We simply keep perceiving, trusting, and participating in the new thing God is doing. So friends, in this holy season of waiting, when the night seems long and the stars seem dim, hold fast to hope. Insist on hope. For our God is at work, and the new thing is indeed springing forth. Amen.
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