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Who	Are	You	Waiting	For?	(Matthew	11.	2-10,	16-19)	
©	Sarah	Bachelard	

	

‘We	live,	as	human	beings,	in	an	enormous	hunger	to	be	spoken	to,	to	be	touched,	to	

be	judged	and	loved	and	absolved’.1	

These	words	were	spoken	by	Rowan	Williams	in	an	Advent	sermon	in	2012.	

He	suggests	that	this	enormous	hunger	to	be	spoken	to,	touched,	seen,	arises	from	

the	fact	that	there	are	things	which	we	simply	cannot	do	for	and	by	ourselves	out	of	

our	own	unaided	resource.	We	can’t	teach	ourselves	language,	for	example;	we	can’t	

know	ourselves	loved;	we	can’t	hear	ourselves	called	except	in	relationship	to	

another.	Our	longing	to	be	addressed,	then,	reminds	us	‘of	the	essential	human	fact	

that	we	are	talked	and	touched	into	life’,	and	that	human	beings	struggling	to	

generate	life	for	and	by	themselves	face	‘a	paralysing	unhappiness	and	anxiety’.	Yet,	

Williams	goes	on,	this	longing	to	be	addressed	is	‘also	fraught	with	the	danger	of	

illusion,	the	making	of	idols	to	meet	our	needs’.		

In	the	season	of	Advent,	we	say	we	are	waiting	on	God.	We	are	anticipating	

God	coming	to	speak	and	touch	us	into	fuller	life.	But	what	exactly	–	who	exactly	–	

do	we	think	we’re	waiting	for?	How	would	we	know	our	waiting	had	been	truly	

answered?	Our	longing	truly	addressed?	

	 This	was	John	the	Baptist’s	question.	‘Are	you	the	one	who	is	to	come,	or	are	

we	to	wait	for	another?’	(Matthew	11.	3).	The	same	question	was	implicitly	present	

in	the	way	the	crowds	responded	to	both	John	and	Jesus	when,	for	different	reasons,	

their	expectations	were	disappointed.	‘We	played	the	flute	for	you,	and	you	did	not	

dance;	we	wailed,	and	you	did	not	mourn’.	Says	Williams,	the	great	ambiguity	of	

																																																								
1	Rowan	Williams,	‘Advent:	A	University	Sermon’,	A	Sermon	for	the	Second	Sunday	in	Advent,	
https://theologyforum.wordpress.com/2012/12/08/a-sermon-for-the-second-week-of-advent-rowan-
williams/		
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religion	is	that	‘we	fantasize	about	what	[God’s]	address	might	be;	we	project	on	to	

the	empty	space	before	us	the	voices	we	need	[or	think	we	need]	to	hear’.	

	 Sometimes	we	make	our	idols	in	undemanding,	uncritically	affirming	forms.	

‘[O]ur	longing	to	hear	a	word	spoken	to	us	from	beyond	simply	generates	a	loud	

echo	of	our	need	to	be	told	we	are	all	right,	we	have	never	fundamentally	gone	

astray’.	And	sometimes	the	idols	we	make	take	on	the	punishing,	hypercritical,	

never-satisfied	face	of	our	own	self-rejection	and	self-loathing,	a	voice	telling	us	

we’re	never	enough,	never	to	rest,	never	simply	enjoyed.	According	to	Williams,	‘For	

the	people	of	God	in	Jewish	scripture,	loyalty	to	the	covenant	meant	above	all	the	

forsaking	of	idols’.	Likewise,	in	Advent,	we	are	called	again	and	again	to	learn	to	

recognise	God	beyond	idolatry,	God	beyond	the	projections	of	our	own	fantasies	and	

neuroses.		

For	in	the	Christmas	story,	we’re	shown	that	the	one	who	is	to	come	is	at	one	

level	profoundly	unimpressive	and	disappointing,	seemingly	completely	

incommensurate	with	our	needs	and	desires.	The	baby	Jesus	is	vulnerable,	hidden,	

stuck	like	we	are	in	time	and	space,	visibly	unequipped	to	smite	our	enemies	or	

ensure	our	prosperity.	At	the	same	time,	this	one	is	somehow	frighteningly	

confronting,	leading	us	beyond	all	our	self-securing	strategies	and	self-satisfied	

illusions,	calling	us	to	a	level	of	exposure	and	truthfulness	that	demands	not	less	than	

everything.	In	an	extraordinarily	vivid	image,	Williams	wrote:	‘Christmas	is	a	beauty	

that	is	the	beginning	of	terror:	the	Burning	Babe	[of	Robert	Southwell’s	poem],	who	

has	come	to	cast	fire	upon	the	earth,	Before	his	presence,	the	idols	fall	and	shatter’.	

So,	who	are	you	waiting	for?	John	the	Baptist	sends	to	ask	Jesus	if	he	is	the	

one	to	come.	And	Jesus	in	turn	asks	the	crowd.	‘What	did	you	go	out	into	the	

wilderness	to	see?’	Three	times	he	asks:	‘What	did	you	go	out	into	the	wilderness	to	

see?	A	reed	shaken	by	the	wind?	What	then	did	you	go	out	to	see?	Someone	dressed	

in	soft	robes?	Behold,	those	who	wear	soft	robes	are	in	royal	palaces.	What	then	did	

you	go	out	to	see?’	What	were	you	looking	for?	Who	are	you	longing	for?	
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There’s	an	echo	here,	I	think,	of	Jesus’	question	to	blind	Bartimaeus	in	Mark’s	

gospel.	‘What	do	you	want	me	to	do	for	you?’	(Mark	10.51)	And	of	his	question	to	

the	disciples.	‘Who	do	you	say	that	I	am?’	(Matthew	16.	15)	Always,	Jesus	asks	us	to	

own	our	deepest	need.	Always,	he	asks	us	to	recognise	that	he	is	the	one	who	is	to	

come.	Advent,	says	Williams,	‘tells	us	to	look	for	mystery,	absolute	grace,	and	

freedom,	in	a	fleshly	human	face	…	Our	hunger	is	met,	we	are	talked	and	touched	

into	new	and	everlasting	life,	our	desire	is	answered;	but	only	insofar	as	we	have’	let	

our	projections	go,	given	up	our	idols,	been	willing	to	let	God	be	God	against	all	

expectation.	

And	how,	in	practice,	do	we	do	that?	How	do	we	let	God	be	God	for	us,	and	so	

recognise	him	when	he	comes?	In	the	contemplative	vision,	we	practice	silence	…	we	

intentionally	withdraw	our	projections,	expectations,	fantasies	–	about	ourselves,	

about	God,	about	what	we	think	fulfilment	should	look	like.	We	wait	…	and	in	the	

waiting	we	are	prepared,	and	one	day,	God	comes	and	comes	alive	in	us.		

	


