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 In the words of Walter Brueggemann, “Advent and Christmas are seasons for 

mismatches. There are mismatches between assumed entitlement and the summons to 

bear fruit appropriate to the purposes of God; between our dysfunctional world and 

Jesus’s readiness to rehabilitate.  There are mismatches between our sense that the world 

is abandoned and the declaration that ‘God is with us;’ and between the establishment 

claims of Jerusalem (and many other citadels of power) and the lean claim of the 

vulnerable village of Bethlehem that shatters all such establishment claims.” 

 Today’s readings highlight that mismatch.  The words from Isaiah give a 

wonderful, pastoral image - “the wolf shall lie down with the lamb”.  It sounds so 

friendly and cozy.  In contrast to that, Matthew speaks of John the Baptizer, a person that 

on the one hand preaches salvation, but on the other hand is probably someone that we 

might not like.  The image of the lambs - we like.  The image of John the Baptizer - we 

find almost offensive. 

 Take a moment and picture in your own imagination John the Baptizer.  We are 

very fortunate that John was around before the invention of the camera, because we get to 

imagine John in any way we like.  Picture him now.  Close your eyes if that helps you.  

The voice of one crying out in the wilderness, prepare the way of the Lord, make his 

paths straight.  John wore clothing of camel’s hair with a leather belt around his waist, 

and his food was locusts and wild honey.  And once you have an image of John firmly in 

your mind, I invite you to consider this question, “What did John the Baptizer smell 

like?”  Or perhaps a better question, “Would you welcome this John into your home?”  

John was an unemployed, homeless person.  Perhaps John should actually be known as 

“John the Marginalized”.  And John spent his days with the marginalized of his day.  Poor 

people flocked to him?  If we had been there, would we have flocked to him?  Or would 

we have simply written him off as a madman.  Would we have been able to imagine that 
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John knew the secret to salvation when the Pharisees and other highly educated people 

did not?  Would we have given John the time of day? 

 In our society, today, we don’t expect that marginalized people can know things 

that wealthy and educated people don’t know.  That idea is the basic story in the 2008 

movie, Slumdog Millionaire.  In the movie, the main character, Jamal - who grew up as a 

poor orphan living on the streets in India - is a contestant on the Indian version of the 

game show “Who wants to be a millionaire”.  That’s a show where contestants are asked 

questions, and each question is worth twice as much money as the previous questions - 

but one incorrect answer ends the game. 

 As the movie opens, we see Jamal - who has been kidnapped by the police - being 

accused of cheating because he has made it up to the 10 million rupee level.  The 

interrogating officer says to his co-worker, “Professors, doctors, lawyers, general 

knowledge wallahs, never get beyond 16,000 rupees. He's on 10 million.  What can a 

slumdog possibly know?”  And his co-worker tentatively replies, “the answers.” 

 The rest of the movie explains it all.  Jamal is uneducated and poor, but he is 

thoughtful and observant.  His life is haphazard, but he remembers things.  For example, 

one of the questions he is asked in the game show is, “whose image is on a US $100 

bill?”  Few people in India would know the answer, and even fewer street people like 

Jamal.  But one day while he was working as an “unofficial” tour guide, he was attacked 

by a cab driver, and the American couple he was guiding felt great pity on him and gave 

him a $100 US bill.  And he remembered.  He knew whose image was on the bill.  He 

knew the answers.  

 But still, the police officer's question speaks to us.  “What can a slumdog possible 

know?”  Do we believe that there are people in our own society that have nothing to 

teach us.  Are there people in our own society that we cannot learn from?  Over the next 

week - I invite each of us to consider who it is in our own society that we believe we have 

nothing to learn from.  Who is a “slumdog” for you? 

 And if we think about uneducated, unemployed homeless people we know, our 

thoughts should quickly turn to Jesus.  But sometimes we don’t imagine Jesus that way.  

Particularly at this time of year it's easy and natural to imagine Jesus as a baby.  A quiet, 
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clean, non-fussy baby that never cried, never needed to have his diaper changed, never 

spit up.  This is Jesus the baby that we sang about in Away in a Manger … “but little 

Lord Jesus, no crying he makes”.  This Jesus the baby who … in our creche and in our 

imagination … is extremely civilized … is completely quiet … is extremely white. 

 In fact, the church has often fallen victim to presenting an image of Jesus that is 

too vanilla.  Too lame.  Too boring.  In a recent Observer article, former moderator David 

Giuliano apologizes to people no longer in our church for the image of Jesus and God 

that we give them when they were here, “I am sorry that the Jesus we served up at 

potluck suppers was so bland.  That the God you met at vacation Bible school was so 

compromised by our middle-class morality.  That the Holy Spirit we preached was so 

domesticated.  I am sorry we talked about prayer and social justice and forgiveness more 

than we lived them.”  In many ways, the church has tried to domesticate Jesus.   

 And so, Advent is a good time to consider - what is our image of Jesus?  

Particularly since we are waiting to see Jesus in our midst.  How will we recognize Jesus 

if we don’t know what we are looking for?  How will we know when we have found 

him?  What is the image of Jesus that you are looking for? 

[descend and ask - images of Jesus?] 

 A few years ago - during spring - I think it was - I sat with Jesus.  Jesus was 

sitting on a park bench, and I felt compelled to go over and sit with him on the bench.  It 

was a bit of a tight fit, because Jesus was laying down on the bench, and even though his 

legs were tucked up somewhat, there was just exactly almost enough space for me to sit 

down.  I was, of course, at Regis College in Toronto.  And Jesus could not move his legs 

and give me more space because he - and the park bench Jesus was lying on - were a 

statue.  I realize we discussed this statue last week, but I have a little more to say about it. 

 Referring to the statue, the Huffington Post said, “Artist Timothy Schmalz created 

a sculpture that was recently praised by Pope Francis I which reminds us that Jesus 

identifies with the poor.  The figure is shrouded by a blanket, looking remarkably similar 

to the homeless who lie on benches and grates across our continent.  Only when you look 
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carefully do you see that the man has gaping wounds in his feet.  It's Jesus the 

Homeless.” 

 And that is the Jesus that I sat with for awhile.  Cramped into the tight spot.  And 

that was actually by design.  The extra bench space beside Jesus was in fact designed to 

provoke.  On the one hand, the idea of sitting with Jesus was compelling, but at the same 

time, the option of being squished beside Jesus the homeless was intimidating too.  Not 

only was the space physically narrow, but there were many people walking past the bench 

that day and it felt as if all of them stared at me as I sat with Jesus.  Sitting beside Jesus in 

that public place required a certain amount of vulnerability. 

 The figure of Jesus called me over, but the space itself pushed me away.  There 

was no way to sit with Jesus and to be comfortable at the same time.  But as I reflected on 

the experience later, I came to realize that if I went back in time 2000 years and sat beside 

the real Jesus of Nazareth, I would probably feel uncomfortable too.  Jesus - the real 

Jesus - was also Jesus the homeless.  Jesus the unemployed.  Jesus the marginalized.  I 

have no doubt that people who saw Jesus looked at him in funny ways too. 

 It’s Advent.  And if we want to find Jesus, we have to be willing to go where we 

are uncomfortable.  We have to make ourselves vulnerable.  We will have to engage with 

people we might otherwise ignore.  We will have to live as if we truly feel free.  And that 

freedom comes not only from moving beyond our own biases and prejudices, but also by 

authentically respecting others, and the gift they are to us.  We have to expect the 

unexpected.  If we can do that, then we will find Jesus in our midst. 

Amen.
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