3rd Sunday in Advent (A) 
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Many years ago the image that I had of God led me to be convinced that if something good happened, something bad was waiting to happen.  The image that I had of God was that of a judge who rewarded me when I was good, and punished me when I was bad.  (This is sometimes called the Santa Claus image of God who brings coal to those who are bad and toys to those who are good.)

The swinging pendulum kept swinging because somedays I was mostly good… or at least I didn’t think that anyone saw me being bad.  Other days, however, I was mostly bad… and I worse, I was caught being bad.

Then, gradually, the image that I had of God began to change.  As I read the Scriptures, related with people, and experienced life each day, I began to see how my expectations influenced the way that I was living.  I began to see that whenever I experienced God’s love (usually after the fact) a gradual transformation occurred.  Fear of God (which translated into fear of people and life in general) was transformed my experiencing that I am loved by God (which freed me to be of service to other people and gratefully receive life as a gift).
God relating with us cannot remain hidden.  When we experience ourselves being loved by God (often through the experience of being loved by another person), we might try to resist, we might try to deny, we might try to deflect, but eventually we gradually succumb and our actions toward others become more kind and considerate.  We are less exclusive and more inclusive.  We have greater freedom to receive from others gifts that are freely given without being impelled to return the favor so our debt is paid.

The message that Jesus gives in today’s Gospel from Matthew is similar.  The imprisoned John the Baptist hears that Jesus – a former disciple of John – is preaching and wonders if he is proclaiming a similar message as John preached.  Jesus responds that the message has changed and is the same.  He continues to announce that God is as readily available as the waters of the Jordan River.  The change comes in his experience of God which generates healing to come forth from him.
Hopefully we have all met a person who somehow causes healing to happen to us.  It might not be a healing that is recorded as a physical miracle.  Rather, it is a healing that sneaks up on us, and we find ourselves wondering what we might have done to deserve the way we were lovingly received by the other.  We can feel guilty.  We can feel uncomfortable.  AND we strangely receive the offered gift before we can resist or refuse.
When Saint Francis of Assisi succumbs to love, we are told, he embraces a leper.  The transformative power of love has him to embrace his greatest fear and receive a blessing from it before he can resist or refuse to do it!  We might not need to embrace a leper, but we each carry unhealed fear within us.
 Left to ourselves, there is little – nothing really – that we can do about our unhealed fear.  God, however, wants to heal us, and is continually seeking ways for us to experience God’s healing love.
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