3rd Sunday of Advent, 12th December 2010. Canongate Kirk.

St Matthew 11:2
John, who was in prison…
This Advent we have a new Nativity Scene on the table in the King David Aisle and if you haven’t yet had a chance to admire it I hope you will do so after the service. Last Sunday I asked one of the younger members of the congregation at the Family Service what she thought of it and she took one look at it and asked “Where’s the baby?” I assured her, though I’m not entirely sure she believed me, that he would appear at the Watchnight Service. But “Where’s the baby?” remains a good and incisive question. 
There are a number of equally good and incisive questions in this morning’s reading from St Matthew’s Gospel, chapter 2, and it is Jesus himself, no longer a baby, who asks them. “What was the spectacle that led you to the wilderness? What did you go out to see? A man dressed in finery? Why did you go out? To see a prophet?” One question after the other, and eventually Jesus, as is often the way, answers them himself. John the Baptist is indeed a prophet, “And far more than a prophet. He is the man of whom scripture says Here is my herald, whom I send ahead of you, and he will prepare your way before you”. And then he pays him the ultimate compliment. “Truly I tell you; among all whom have ever been born, no one has been greater than John the Baptist”. And then he takes it all away again “And yet”, he concludes, “the least in the kingdom of heaven is greater than he”.  It is in itself an ideal summary of the enigma, the mystery, the bundle of contradictions that is John the Baptist. A herald but not dressed in the finery that one would expect of a royal attendant on duty. Instead renowned for his outlandish garb, a rough coat of camel’s hair, and his unusual diet of locusts and wild honey.  A prophet, with a vision to share and a message to proclaim, but far more than a prophet looking ahead to some unspecified time in the future, indeed the very man who had baptized Jesus in the river with his own hands and pointed him out to his own disciples with the words “Behold the lamb of God”. Among all who have ever been born, no one greater than John the Baptist; and yet, ironically, the least in the kingdom of heaven is greater than he. Perhaps at the point where we joined St Matthew’s gospel the greatest irony comes from his languishing in jail. The very first words of this morning’s reading bring it to the very forefront of our minds: “John, who was in prison…”. 
Apart from the fact that Jesus would realise that having upset the authorities and been imprisoned on the direct orders of the king, John was very unlikely to emerge alive, he would also know how cruel a blow it would be for John to be locked up for any length of time. For if anyone was a free spirit, if any man felt most at home out in the wilds of the remotest wilderness, it was John the Baptist. And now to be locked up within four narrow walls, to be trapped and restrained like a bird in a cage, well this was a fate worse than death, the cruellest blow of all, more cruel even than the blow that would shortly remove his head from his shoulders and land it famously on a silver salver. “John, who was in prison…”
A man who happened to share his initials with John the Baptist was the twentieth century Scottish writer and public servant John Buchan. In 1912 his younger brother William contracted a deadly infection while travelling in the Himalayas and died aged 32. John Buchan was inspired to commit some of his intense feelings of loss to paper in a wonderful poem entitled Fratri dilectissimo (to my most beloved brother). In it he recalls the times they had spent roaming together as boys in the wilds of the Border hill country and concludes wistfully 
Dear heart, in that serener air,

If blessed souls may backward gaze,

Some slender nook of memory spare

For our old happy moorland days.

I sit alone, and musing fills

My breast with pain that shall not die,

Till once again o’er greener hills

We ride together, you and I.

Jesus of Nazareth and John the Baptist were not brothers, but they were cousins, and having been born just a few months apart, they were reckoned to be close. Whether they played and roamed together as boys we can only speculate, but I can’t help thinking that on hearing that John was in prison, Jesus would be inclined, like John Buchan, to spare a nook of memory for their old happy moorland days together, and feel intense sympathy for his friend and cousin now incarcerated and condemned, and sadness at the sure knowledge that he would never see him again. John, who was in prison…
There is no indication however that John was feeling sorry for himself, even as he reflected on the wild outdoors taunting him beyond his prison walls. Having received word of what Jesus was doing, the miracles he was working and the good news he was bringing, John sent his own disciples to see for themselves and to prove to themselves that Jesus really was the one whose coming their master had proclaimed from the very beginning. Even in prison, John the Baptist was pointing people to Jesus. Even in his darkest hours he could sense the light that was approaching. 
Prophets foretold him, infant of wonder;

Angels behold him on his throne;

Worthy our Saviour of all their praises;

Happy for ever are his own.
John was the last in a long line of prophets who foretold him, and how Isaiah’s original vision in our Old Testament reading must have struck a liberating chord with him as he languished in prison. “The Lord’s people, set free, will come back and enter Zion with shouts of triumph, crowned with everlasting joy. Gladness and joy will come upon them, while suffering and weariness flee away”. 

John, who was in prison saw beyond his own immediate suffering and weariness and sensed the fulfilment of the promises of gladness and joy that came with the child in the manger. As the season of the nativity comes once more upon us, let us ask, by all means ask “Where’s the baby?” “Where’s the baby now?” and let us find the answer for ourselves in the same fulfilment of the same prophecy “Gladness and joy will come upon them, while suffering and weariness flee away”. Happy for ever are his own. And now may God bless to us this preaching of his most holy word, and to God, Father, Son and Holy Spirit, be all praise and glory now and forever. Amen.                                                                                                           
