
Matthew 11:2-11 

     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. 

Aunt Susan 

I 

     Last week we met Mac as he braved Black Friday to buy a toy for his 8-year-old son. 

This week we are going to catch up with his sister, Aunt Susan. Aunt Susan, like most 

of us who are aunts or uncles, usually just goes by Susan. Susan was a lot of things, in 

fact, other than aunt. She was a daughter and a sister. She’s also a wife. Susan married 

her husband after she had graduated from high school and while he was still in college. 

Susan moved in with him to the campus married student housing and worked to 

support them both as he finished college and on into seminary, as her husband had felt 

the call to ministry coming out of college.  

     Susan had wondered if she should have pursued college and/or a career herself, but 

when her husband went to seminary, someone that she respected very much had told 

her that as a pastor’s wife her job would have to be to support the ministry and her 

husband. Back when they got started in ministry it was sort of assumed that the church 

hired the pastor but also got the pastor’s wife as sort of an extra bonus. Pastor’s wives 

led women’s groups, and played piano, and taught Sunday school and helped plan 

events, and Susan would certainly take her turn in many of these Pastor’s wife roles.  



     When they found out that they couldn’t have children, Susan, was devastated, but 

threw herself even more into helping out at the church. She even took a turn as the 

church secretary for a few months while they searched for a new one. I should tell you 

that she didn’t do all of this grudgingly. Susan’s faith and love of God was as strong as 

anyone in the church, including her pastor husband, and so she played out the pastor’s 

wife role with joy, believing that she was fulfilling her own calling to serve the Lord. 

She took great pride in the way she supported her husband and in her own leadership 

in the church and offered it all to God freely and happily.  

     It was an aortic aneurism that got her husband. It had come out of nowhere, and he 

died while out for his regular jog one day. Susan was devastated. She went through the 

funeral planning and service like someone sleepwalking through life. She hosted family 

at her house and fielded condolence calls from church members and friends. The days 

after his death had been a whirlwind. For a couple of weeks she had all of this to keep 

her busy, but soon everyone was gone, and the phone calls stopped coming. 

      And now Susan sits alone in their living room. Her fingers are digging so hard into a 

throw pillow that it looks like it might explode under the pressure. And now her 

thoughts are turning toward the future. What is she going to do now? And she 

imagines that the living room that she and her husband shared for years is not a living 

room at all, but a prison cell. And she whispers, “I feel trapped.” Susan thinks about the 

college education she never got, and the career she never started. She thinks about the 

money that she never made, while she was spending all her time in service to the 

church and her husband. She thinks about her age and how hard it’s going to be to get a 

job or start a career or learn some kind of bankable skill, to even keep the house. Then 

she yells out, “I gave my life to you and now I have nothing! I’m trapped!” And you 

might think that she is yelling at her husband, but, of course, he isn’t there anymore. 

She is in fact yelling at God. “I gave my life to you and now I have nothing! I’m 

trapped!” 

II 

     Last week we met John the Baptist in the wilderness, and he was so self-assured, and 

powerful. He was calling people to repent, and baptizing them. He was antagonizing 

the Pharisees and Sadducees. And preparing the way for the Kingdom of Heaven, and 

the messiah that he proclaimed as Jesus of Nazareth. He had given up everything to 



follow God’s call to the wilderness and a diet of locusts. This is the John the Baptist that 

we are most familiar with: the one who stands in the wilderness of rock solid faith, and 

prepares us for the coming of the Lord.  

     But then the lectionary in its wisdom travels forward on John’s timeline to find 

someone quite different. This John is in prison. Awaiting an unsure fate but we know 

that it will be death. This John has doubts. He has doubts about the very messiah that 

he anointed in baptism. And we have to wonder, since it is still Advent, if the John of 

doubt doesn’t somehow prepare us for the coming Lord in ways that the sure-of-

himself John isn’t capable of.  

     So John sends word to Jesus to ask, “Are you really the person that I said you were?” 

What a question from John! “I gave up everything to follow God’s call in my life. I 

believed in you when you came along. And now I have been abandoned to prison and 

maybe death. And that faith that used to be way up here is kind of down here. And I 

have to know… did I make a mistake?” It’s impossible to overstate how earth shattering 

this questions is. I gave my life for this…did I make a mistake? Are you really the one? 

III 

     Alfred Lord Tennyson wrote, “There lives more faith in honest doubt, believe me, 

than in all the creeds.” And I think I understand it in John’s story, because it actually 

takes faith, to ask honest faith questions. It takes faith to yell at God like Susan, “I gave 

my life to you and now I have nothing.” This is the content of so many Psalms by the 

way: “I’ve been faithful, God, where are you?”   

     But how does doubt, how do honest questions, prepare us for the Lord? That’s the 

question. As we approach Bethlehem to find that the Lord has been born into our 

broken world, how does it help to cry out in doubt from our prisons or living rooms or 

wherever it is that you find the honest questions rising into your throat? Repent makes 

sense. But doubt? 

     Maybe it’s the way that honest faith questions clear a straight path right to the heart, 

where there can be no masks, no toothless proclamations of faith. And honest doubt 

lives in the world of things that are honest which by nature is closer to God than 

anything counterfeit even if that counterfeit thing says all the right things.  And if we let 



it, faith and doubt will turn us toward others. John from prison doesn’t keep his 

question to himself; he shares it with his friends.  

      And what does Jesus say? “Tell him what you see.” Don’t tell him “yes, I am the 

messiah.” Don’t tell him to have more faith. Tell him what you see. That Jesus is 

changing lives. Maybe even your own life. And so the faith community is called to not 

to fix John’s faith, but to share their own faith, and let John find his own answer.  

     How does doubt prepare us for the Lord? Because faith and doubt are made of the 

same substance. The opposite of faith, says Anne Lamotte, isn’t doubt; it’s certainty. 

You can have certainty that masquerades as faith or certainty that denounces faith, but 

faith itself is by nature uncertain. It’s faith. I have faith. I don’t have certainty I have 

faith. Certainty leaves little room for God to be God, but faith and doubt are both fertile 

soil for the gardening of the Lord. Because if John never asked then there would have 

been no answer, there would have been no space for his friends to proclaim to him that 

the blind see, the deaf hear, the dead are raised, the poor hear good news, and all the 

rest. Doubt and questions stir up the things of true faith where God can really work 

because we are being honest with ourselves, and seeking support in community. 

IV 

     So the phone rings and Mac picks it up. “Who is it?” whispers his son. “It’s Aunt 

Susan,” he whispers back. Mac listens as she tells him about her fear and anger and 

everything through tears. And finally Mac says, “Of course you can come stay with us. 

We would love to have Aunt Susan here for Christmas.” And that night, suitcase in 

hand Susan steps into the house where she is called Aunt Susan and that title alone 

reminds her that she isn’t alone. There is something about being called Aunt Susan that 

reminds her that there are still people in the world who she belongs to and they belong 

to her.  

     As she lies in bed in the guest room of her brother’s house she whispers to God, “I’m 

sorry I yelled at you.” And even as she is whispering this prayer she knows that she is 

forgiven, and she could swear that God is answering her on the wind or in her mind or 

something, and God says back, “Daughter, I hope it’s not the last time.” Susan isn’t 

okay – This will be a very hard Christmas for her – but she isn’t alone. She is an aunt, 

and a sister, and a daughter of God and that’s enough for tonight. Merry Christmas, 

Aunt Susan. Amen. 



 


