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Great Expectations
For the Word of God in scripture
For the Word of God among us
For the Word of God within us
Thanks be to God. Amen


In Charles Dickens’ penultimate novel of 1861, Great Expectations, Pip is forced to change his mind.  He thought inheriting a fortune would automatically make him a gentleman, yet life taught him he needed to work at that.  And he had Great Expectations that his childhood sweetheart, Estella, his playmate at Miss Haversham’s house, would inevitably become his wife.  Yet life taught Pip that the road to love is never that straightforward.


We all have expectations.  Yet life has a habit of often making us think again.  It’s not that they will always have to be reduced, just adjusted.


Perhaps one of the most important questions Advent asks of us is What are we expecting?  This is the season of waiting, so what is it that we are waiting for?  It’s a vital faith question: What do we expect from God?  And what does Faith expect from us?

Two cousins are born in surprising circumstances.  Their mothers, Elizabeth and Mary, meet up to share their joys and uncertainties.  We have no idea what contact Jesus had with John before their baptismal encounter on the banks of the Jordan.  Yet by now it is clear that John had Great Expectations of his cousin and he grasped this moment as the start of a triumphant crusade and a longed-for mission.

However, the cousins’ ‘dream ticket’ appears to go sour and by today’s reading John is on the verge of losing his faith in Jesus.

Of course, this is not straightforward story telling.  The gospels were always written from a particular point of view.  So, just maybe, Matthew is keen to build up Jesus’ profile, even at the expense of damaging John’s.  Or maybe it was a straightforward parting of the ways with John preaching judgement whilst Jesus emphasised hope. For whatever reason John seems disillusioned.  And maybe, when it comes to faith, from time to time, we are too.

And yet, I suspect, it’s gone on forever.  This tendency of ours to put expectations on our heroes or our leaders that say more about us than about them, and it can end in tears.  We learn our heroes have feet of clay after all, or we all too quickly realise, post crowning, that those we have elected have minds of their own and are no longer responding to our puppet strings.

And so, it begs the question.  What was John really expecting after all?  A political Messiah or a military Saviour?  And yet what he got was a Rabbi who taught the crowd to forgive seventy times seven or to turn the other check.

We often expect too much.  Just look at the headlines the day after a General Election and then compare them a year, six months or even a week later.  

We can also expect too much from ourselves, placing unsustainable burdens on our shoulders believing we have the perfect marriage, will be the most accomplished parent or will be the best Head of Department in the history of the firm.  Ambition is a great driver and our aspirations great motivators.  Yet, life teaches us to temper these with necessary does of humility and a self-understanding that adds a bit of perspective and slack into the equation.  No marriage is ever perfect, all parents get it wrong from time to time, and we probably do have much to learn from the people who held the job before us.

And if John did expect too much from Jesus might we also do the same from God?


We can use words about God that bring Great Expectations.  Words like: Almighty and Omnipotent.  Indeed, many of the Bible writers seem to go down this route, time and again raising expectations with stories of God intervening and breaking the laws of nature.


Although I want to bow down in worship to God and offer praise to the Mystery at the centre of the universe, I’m also conscious that, what I believe to be the most important statement in the bible that shapes my faith says: God is Love.  And that, for me, becomes the brightest star guiding me through life.  God is Love.


Now, I’m no expert in ‘love’, but isn’t it always a mistake to confuse ‘power’ with ‘love’.  Power is ultimately about force.  Love is always about choice.


You can never force anyone to love you.  Love only has value when it is freely given and humbly received. 

Did John and Jesus fall out over this, over the fundamental difference in a mission based on love as distinct from force?

And maybe over the years I’ve parted company, theologically speaking, from some who talk of a God who will always intervene, strike down or raise up – a God of great power.  Because fundamentally I think that to be too great an expectation, and one that often brings a sense of disillusionment that leads people sometimes to give up on faith.


If the nature of God is love, then the essence of life, and faith, is about invitation and response, respect and trust, service and faithfulness.  And in the face of suffering, love strives for the best yet copes with the worst.

So, maybe John wanted too much.  

But, by the same token, wouldn’t it also be true that many of the leaders of his time, in a sense, wanted too little of Jesus.

The likes of Herod, Pilate and the High Priests could have done with less of him.  He knocked too often on their doors and when he did so, he held up an unwelcome mirror into their lives that none of them liked looking through.


I wonder if that, ironically, is also true of us?  For whilst there may be times when we expect too much of God, are there not also moments when we resent all that faith may ask of us and therefore end up preferring to engage less with God and expect less from him? 


Rightly or wrongly, John is presented to us as a person whose ideas about the nature of Jesus’ mission had become so fixed and fossilised that he was now missing all that was good and exciting about what was actually happening.  John seems stuck and unable to move on.


Paul, on the other hand, is portrayed in the New Testament as a life transformed and re-imagined, because he had that encounter with Jesus that changed his expectations.

Before his Damascus Road experience Saul, as he was then known, seems to have been a rigid religious person, not averse to using violence to ensure others embraced his own version of orthodoxy.  Yet, he gave up that way of thinking and acting.

Now, I know it’s easy to be critical of Paul, but I would argue that we are indebted to him for grounding the teachings of Jesus and embedding them in the practise of ‘being’ Church.  Paul experienced congregational life and the ups and downs of community, yet Paul writes a poem about the pre-eminence of love, a love that is patient and kind, keeps no record of wrongs and endures.  The impetuous, firebrand Saul, responded to God’s grace, and morphs before our eyes into a visionary, yet grounded, Paul – someone who now understood what to do with his Great Expectations.

I suspect that Paul made the journey that John couldn’t take.


So, what are we waiting for?  And are our expectations too great, or too little when it comes to faith?


In closing, perhaps, we need to hear once more from the text.


Jesus responds to this enquiry from John: are you the one, or should we look for another, in two ways.


Firstly, he simply points to all he has been doing and sums it up by saying: the poor have been brought good news.  Acts of love done by Jesus in God’s name seem to define His mission.


And secondly, lovingly and faithfully, he stands by his cousin with touching solidarity as if to say I know John’s heart.  And I tell you he is a man I love and cherish, for he prepared the way for me.

What an encouragement for us all on this bumpy journey of faith.  That even when we wobble, God stands faithfully and lovingly alongside us.


May your Great Expectations be grounded in that love and faithfulness this Advent.

In the name of God, our Creator, Redeemer and Sustainer, Amen.

Ian Green, Amersham, 8th December 2022

