
Philosophers have argued endlessly about what time is, without coming to any

conclusions. In the Far East, where peasants toiled in their fields year after

year doing the same things over and over, most people became convinced that

time was a great wheel on which we go round and round. You live, you die,

and then you are reincarnated, maybe in a better or worse form, but having

learnt nothing from your previous existence because you can remember little,

if anything, about it. Greek philosophers also had a circular view of time.

These ideas were only challenged when Christianity brought to the wider world

the Jewish view of time as a straight line, where God works through the ages

towards completion, fulfilment, and where human life is similarly a journey on

a straight road to a destination.

This Judeo-Christian idea of linear time changed everything. It means that

there is a hope for the future, and that it is worthwhile working for progress, in

our own lives and in the world. It means we can learn from the lessons of the

past and try to ensure that the mistakes are not repeated. The prophets of the

Bible proclaimed that God is in charge of the future, and if only the people

would heed the warnings they gave and changed their ways, God would

protect them and bring in the ideal world order, the kingdom of God with all its

freedom and blessings. But if they continued to be wayward the consequences

would appear to be grim.

Then as one empire followed another, and the sufferings of the Jewish people

increased, there was a growing sense that the coming reign of God would

mean that the end of the world was near, and that the only way to avoid the

wrath of God and God’s severe judgement would be through repentance,

baptism, and a change of life. Finally, into this mode of prophecy comes John

the Baptist.

John was a prophet with an apocalyptic message, a doomsdayer if you like,

although we now know that apocalypse did not mean the end of the world as

such, but the end of the world as it is now, the end of unjust systems, of the

unsatisfactory way things have always been, and the beginning of something

new. John’s idea of the Messiah was that of a stern, uncompromising judge

who would execute a fiery judgement, the sort of character the Puritans of the

17th century and those hellfire and brimstone preachers since then would have

been happy with.



John claimed to prepare the way for the coming Messiah who would bring

about God’s judgement and the end times, which for him probably did mean

the end of the world. Now he is in prison for upsetting the vassal king, Herod

Antipas. And in the reports that he receives about Jesus, he hears none of the

things he expects of a Messiah.

So, anxiously, perhaps wondering, now that he is facing death, whether he had

got it all wrong, he sends his disciples with a message to Jesus to ask him if he

really is the one who is to come, the Messiah, or is there another, still to come?

Implied in this question is: ‘what on earth do you think you are doing? I hear

you are telling people to love their enemies; I hear you are mixing with tax

collectors and prostitutes and corrupt foreigners; and I also hear that some are

calling you a glutton and a drunkard. So who and what are you!?’ Jesus

doesn’t give him a straight answer but seeks to direct his attention to what he

himself has been doing: ‘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.’

These words would have surprised John, but he would have immediately

recognized them from the scriptures, the prophecies, from such as in our

reading from Isaiah today. Jesus assures John that his works and words are

signs of the new age of the kingdom of God that the prophets had been talking

about.

It is important to realise that all those healings and raisings that Jesus speaks of

have a broad meaning: they are not only or even necessarily about the physical

cures of people, but even more importantly, about spiritual transformation

where people are able to see and hear the message of the kingdom of God and

respond to it. They have been made whole, raised, reborn, to walk into the

kingdom as a new life, with new vision, new heart and purpose.

If we consider ourselves to be among them, our task right now, while we have

time, the short and precious time that we walk on this earth, is to seek and to

live in the kingdom of God. That is, more and more to embrace the values

Jesus taught and demonstrated, live as people who have had our eyes and ears

opened by him so we can receive his good news joyfully and share it, who have

died with him to an old way of living, and have risen with him to follow the new



way, who have been cleansed and healed of all those dis-eases that cause

hatred, conflict, exclusion and other behaviours which separate us from one

another, who are humble and open and know our need of God, who have hope

for the future but live fully in the present.

Time was represented by the Greeks as a youth with wings on his heels and a

lock of hair flopping over his forehead. Well, as we say, ‘Time flies.’ So let us

‘seize time by the forelock.’ Because right now is the time that Jesus has given

us to share in and work with him in building the kingdom of God, so that in

God’s time and by God’s grace this world, the earth, more and more becomes a

mirror of the life of heaven. The age to come, the dream of tomorrow, must

become the world of today.


