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“Should We Keep Looking?” - Stephanie Sorge, 12.7.25
	Some of you know that I’m not a “cradle Presbyterian.” We were the apostates who joined the PC (USA) back in the late 80s, scandalizing the rest of our extended family. Even then, we joined a pretty evangelical Presbyterian church, so my experience of the Bible was a little different than it might have been otherwise. I still have a cache of memorized verses - mostly the greatest hits, like Psalm 23 and John 3:16, plus a few more. 
	On one hand, I appreciate the experience of having Scripture written on my heart. Some of those verses were there for me when I needed them - before we could search for anything in the Bible with a few quick clicks. For example, when I was feeling uncertain or anxious, I might recite to myself Romans 8:28, knowing that all things work together for the good of those who love God, and who are called according to his purpose. 
	On the other hand, that approach to Scripture can become another way of cherry-picking Bible verses to suit our needs and purposes. If we take verses out of context, we can make the Bible say anything we want it to say. This approach might serve us well - until it doesn’t. 
	John the Baptist was gone long before Romans 8:28 was written, but he had the Psalms. Psalm 37:14 - “When the righteous cry out, the Lord hears and rescues them from all their troubles.” Psalm 46:1 - “God is our refuge and strength. A very present help in trouble.” Psalm 91:14-15: “Those who love me, I will deliver; I will protect those who know my name. When they call to me, I will answer them. I will be with them in trouble; I will rescue them and honor them.”
	John’s zeal for God burned bright and hot. Any doubt about his faithfulness was put to rest by Jesus’s superlative statement. If anyone was righteous, John was righteous, and yet, he wasn’t rescued from his troubles, God didn’t deliver him from his captivity, and it’s hard to say that everything worked out for his good in the end. 
	What do we do when healing doesn’t come? When we are not rescued from sinking in the stormy seas of life? What do we do when it seems clear that the hope we placed in God’s promises isn’t going to come to pass? 
	John wouldn’t have expected an easy life or a comfortable retirement. He endured all of his suffering clinging to the hope that the long-awaited Messiah had arrived, and that deliverance was not far off. He didn’t seem to worry about the end of his own suffering or his release from captivity. His crisis of faith went deeper: “Are you the one? Or have we been wrong since the beginning? Do we need to keep looking?”
	Jesus’s ministry wasn’t what John had been expecting. Jesus was doing good things, of course - and John heard all about it, even from prison. But John had been preparing the way for one who would bring judgment and justice, and usher in the kingdom of God. Where was the winnowing rod? The ax was still at the root of the tree, rusting away while bad fruit continued to bow and break the branches. What was he waiting for?
	The Advent season invites us to dwell in the uncomfortable land of the already-but-not-yet. Jesus has come already, but the reign of God has not yet been fully realized. The powers of evil and death have been conquered already - but they are still raging in their dying gasps, with no certain end in sight. Whether we are in the depths of personal despair and difficulty, or struggling to keep plodding on in a world of one step forward and two steps back, what keeps us going? 
	When we know that not all stories end well, that bad things are happening to good people, and when it is hard to see the transformation for which we have hoped and waited and worked as the body of Christ, what then? In those times of despair and defeat, God points to new things springing forth, lives that have been changed, and new life found where death was a certainty.
	Jesus first responds to John’s question by telling his friends, “Go, report to John what you see and hear.” John’s friends didn’t return with empty platitudes or reassurances that all would be well. They returned as witnesses to the transformation they had seen and experienced with Jesus. Jesus lists some of those signs - restored senses, healing, and good news brought to the poor - a list that mostly corresponds to the passage from Isaiah that Jesus read at the Synagogue in Nazareth. In the message sent back to John, one key prophetic action is missing - release of the captives. It must not have escaped John’s notice, captive as he was in Herod’s prison. 
	Jesus didn’t respond by freeing John from captivity, but his response was still liberating. John wouldn’t leave his prison cell alive again, but he was liberated from wondering if his life and work had been in vain. He was liberated knowing that the already was assured, even if he died during the not yet. He was also liberated from his understanding of a fire and brimstone God. John expected the judgment of winnowing forks and axes. Jesus pointed instead to the life-giving, healing, restoring, and transforming work of salvation.
	Jesus and John were living in the dying gasps of the Pax Romana - peace that was achieved through oppression and brutality. We live in complex, oppressive systems that claim to be the keepers of stability, safety, and prosperity. But God promises liberation from those systems, and from the ways those systems constrain our imagination for and perception of the new things that God is doing and will do. 
	Fear, despair, and anxiety all have the potential to hold us captive, but the liberating movement of God frees us from fear, which is cast out by perfect love. It releases us from despair, which is the prison of impossibility. It invites us into new possibilities that transcend current realities, making a way in the wilderness for God’s radical, system-upending, world-turning transformation.
	Brazilian Presbyterian Theologian Rubem Alves was one of the originating voices in Latin American liberation theology. His poem, “Tomorrow’s Children,” continues to resonate 50 years after its composition. About hope, he says: “It is a suspicion that reality is more complex than realism wants us to believe, and that the frontiers of the possible are not determined by the limits of the actual, and that in a miraculous and unexpected way, life is preparing the creative events which will open the way to freedom and resurrection….” 
	He concludes: “We must live by the love of what we will never see. This is the secret discipline. It is… a stubborn commitment to the future of our grandchildren. Such disciplined love is what has given prophets, revolutionaries, and saints the courage to die for the future they envisaged. They make their own bodies the seed of their highest hope.”[footnoteRef:1] [1:  Source: “Tomorrow’s Children” from Hijos de Maoana, by Rubem Alves.
Salamanca, Spain: Ediciones Sigueme, 1976.] 

	From the seed, a new thing springs forth. Do you not perceive it? Hope is built in community. Sometimes we need help seeing and hearing. Sometimes, we are the witnesses, sharing what we have seen and heard. John was running out of hope in prison, but his hope was renewed through the witness of his friends, who pointed to the signs of new life and transformation that they saw and experienced. It’s important to point to those new shoots coming from the ground, to draw attention to the rivulets gaining momentum in the parched places, and to do so as we build community together.
	BeLoved Asheville is an amazing organization that has been building connection and community while meeting the pressing needs of their neighbors. They continue the work of rebuilding following Hurricane Helene, standing in desolate places with people who have lost everything, including hope. They could easily become overwhelmed by the need and despair. Instead, every day they see God at work, doing new things, even in the rubble. They recently shared sacred space with someone looking at the ruins of what had been her home, more than a year after the storms. Even there, they found hope. 
	They wrote: “Today, we stand here with our voices burning like sunrise, with our hands open and ready, with our souls refusing to surrender. Because reconstruction will happen. Because we will make it happen. Our mission has never been just about rebuilding homes. It has always been about rebuilding humanity— restoring the sacred thread between neighbors, repairing community with compassion as our blueprint. And in this work, hope is not a fragile thing. It is a fire. And we carry it together. Sometimes the world breaks in ways we never expected… but the beauty of community is this— when one voice trembles, many rise. When one memory falls to ruins, thousands help rebuild. And from the ashes of what was, we create the future of what can be— not alone, but side by side.[footnoteRef:2] [2:  https://www.facebook.com/BeLovedAsheville] 

	This is the Sunday of peace, but everything keeps circling back to hope. Maybe hope and peace are siblings, or two branches from the same tree. Maybe the peace that passes understanding arises from the hope that goes beyond what is. 
May we find our hope and peace together in planting seeds, pointing to new growth, and working side by side. Trusting in the liberating work of God in Jesus Christ, may it be so!

