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The first time I heard the term I was puzzled.  I serve on the Institutional Review Board at Montgomery hospital and one of the duties of that group is to approve any research which involves human subjects going on at the hospital.  A nurse presenting her proposal informed us that this was “evidence based research.”  My immediate thought was, “So what other kind of research is there; isn’t all research supposed to be evidence based?”  It seemed a bit like proclaiming that you drink wet water; is there any other type? So I went to the modern font of all wisdom, Google, and looked up the term.  “Evidence-based research means that the information you use to make decisions about patient care is based on sound research, not opinion.”  The term really refers more to clinical practice than the research itself. 
I am still not wild about the term, but I understand its intent.  When I go to the hospital it is good to know that whatever they do to me has been shown to be better than the alternatives.  I want them acting on hard facts and not just gut feelings.  I want to know that this course of treatment has shown results.
As John the Baptizer sits in prison he is interested in doing a little evidence based research.  There are opinions galore on this Jesus of Nazareth, but John wants to know once and for all whether he is the messiah or not.  So he sends messengers to Jesus and asks the question straight up, “Are you the one who is to come or should we wait for another?”  He is looking for some evidence.
Consider how things have changed for John.  Last week we heard him the wilderness confidently proclaiming that the one who is mightier than he is coming.  Shortly thereafter Jesus comes to him for baptism and John clearly believes Jesus to be the one everyone is waiting for.  Anticipation must have been sky high, everyone waiting for Jesus to turn it all around and usher in God’s righteous rule….And then nothing happens, or at least not what John was expecting.  The Romans keep ruling, the religious leaders keep on selling out the people, and John finds himself rotting in prison awaiting almost certain death.  John wonders whether he has invested all that time and energy in a dead end.  He must have felt like a little boy who is promised a 4th of July fireworks display and gets two sparklers and a few firecrackers.
“Are you the one who is to come?  I daresay we can relate to the feeling behind John’s question.  Certainly those outside the church ask the question, perhaps with an implied skepticism which suggests that the answer is “no.”  It has been 2000 thousand years since John posed the question and we still struggle with leaders who seem more interested in enriching themselves than bring justice.  We still have a hard time maintaining peace at the table during holiday dinners, much making it a reality among the nations.  Isaiah’s vision of wholeness which we heard in our first lesson seems painfully far from fulfillment.
We might expect the world to be skeptical, but the truth is there are days when the people of god lose heart too.  It is hard to keep embracing what Paul calls the “foolishness of God,” this odd way of Jesus, when it seems like little is changing.  It is one thing to take an unpopular stand if you can see how it will make a difference, but quite another to feel like you are alone.  As one person in our Thursday faith discussion group put it, “I think the world would be much better if we all followed the way of Jesus, but it is hard for me to go first.”
“Are you the one who is to come or should we wait for another?”  The answer Jesus gives John is only half an answer.  “Go 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.”

He does not say “yes” or “no,” he says, “Look around, what do you hear and see? Go back and tell John.”  He invites them to look closely and consider the evidence.  Strictly speaking these are not markers of the messiah; they are Isaiah’s descriptions of what happens when the God is present.  These words describe Jesus’ ministry, which Matthew has been describing for 7 chapters; these things are happening.  John does not get a resounding assertion from Jesus, what he gets is an invitation to notice how good things are happening around this Jesus.  John does not get a self-proclamation from Jesus that he is the messiah; he gets an intimation that when Jesus is present God’s ultimate desires for creation creep a little closer to fulfillment.
Was it enough?  Was John satisfied with the answer?  After all, whatever great things were happening in the countryside, he was still in prison.  We aren’t told.  It probably depends on whether John was willing to rethink what a messiah is supposed to do.  There is little doubt that John went into the prophet game expecting a muscular messiah in the mold of Kings David and Solomon, a man who would raise up popular armies and transform societies on the point of a spear.  If that was what he still expected I suspect John died a disappointed man.  But maybe when his messengers returned, he got it:  This is no conventional messiah.  This is one who will conquer hearts and not nations, who will transform lives instead of creating dynasties, who will rule by influence rather than brute force.  He will change the world, not by imposing his will, but by offering an irresistible vision of what could be if love and forgiveness were put at the center of our life together.
The important question is not whether Jesus’ answer was enough for John, but whether it is enough for us.  Are we able to see the signs of God’s presence in a broken world and  believe that this Jesus bears witness to a God who will finally bring wholeness and healing.

Some years ago our family took a vacation to the Pacific Northwest.  This was only a few years after the eruption of Mt. St. Helen and so of course we were eager to see what the area looked like.  Never have I seen such devastation.  This mountain had blown apart, showering a thick layer of black and gray volcanic ash as far as the eye could see in all directions.  Formerly verdant forests we now a desolate moonscape.  Viewed from the observation point it was all death.  But if you looked closer there was something else. Little blades of grass peeking up from cracks in the volcanic concrete, small creatures scampering over the rubble, tiny flowers colonizing the barren hillside.  In the midst of so much death, there was life if you took time to notice. 
Jesus dares us to believe that in following him there is life. He invites us to notice how god is indeed active.  Yes, there is still much hatred, but people longing to bridge the divide in our community gather to have a dialogue on race.  Yes, greed abounds, but generosity rooted in Christ eases the suffering of the hungry every day.  And yes, the perfect rule of God is hardly accomplished in our world, but I can not see a better path to that world of justice and mercy than the way of Jesus.

This is the hope which we bear into the world, that Jesus was indeed the one who was to come and he has shown us a better way.  The world famous Isenheim altarpiece portrays the crucifixion.  Beneath the cross are two figures.  On one side is Mary, mother of our Lord.  On the other is John the Baptist, his hand contorted and pointing the viewer toward Christ.  John began by bearing witness to Jesus in the wilderness, expecting a conventional king.  In this great piece of art  he is at the foot of the cross pointing to another kind of messiah.  When those we encounter ask us, either explicitly or by their longing for something better, “Is this the one who is to come, or should we wait for another,” let us point to Christ and declare, “Yes, this is the one; in him you  see the heart of God.  Draw near, consider the evidence; have you ever seen such love?”
