VYeek 3
THE SIGNS OF THE PROMISE

“[John the Baptist's disciples said to Jesus,]
‘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'
(Matthew 11:3-5).

At only 17, Dawit (not his real name) has already faced a long and
harrowing journey. He was born in Eritrea, and in 2017, he and

his brother escaped lifelong military service by crossing into
neighboring Sudan. On the border, they were intercepted by a group
of traffickers. Dawit's brother escaped, but Dawit was held by the
traffickers for almost nine months and regularly threatened and
beaten while they demanded money.

Eventually Sudanese police raided the traffickers' camp and took
Dawit to a hospital in Khartoum, where he found his brother again.
During their initial journey, Dawit had broken his leg while jumping
out of a car. Although he had surgery in Khartoum, it was too late

to fully repair the damage to his leg, and he can no longer put any
weight on it.

In 2018, Dawit arrived in Cairo, Egypt, and connected with St.
Andrew's Refugee Services (StARS), which is supported by ELCA
World Hunger. StARS provided Dawit with a caseworker and
helped him meet other immediate needs, such as food, hygiene
supplies and, importantly, medical care. StARS also connected him
to Doctors Without Borders (Médecins Sans Frontieres), which is
helping provide Dawit with psychological care and support.
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Eritrea, Sudan, Egypt. Dawit's story, like many of the stories of our
siblings in Christ around the world, can seem so far away from
communities in North America. Even within our own geographic
region, communities can seem farther apart than the miles may
suggest. Maybe it is the divide between rural and urban cities, or
the gulf between affluent areas and areas facing disinvestment and
jobloss.

Of course, the distance between our communities belies the reality
that, as a global community, we share many of the same challenges.
Human trafficking, such as Dawit faced, is "a global phenomenon
to which no country is immune," according to a 2018 report from
the U.S. Department of State. And research reminds us that even
the most affluent counties in the United States are home to people
facing food insecurity and challenges with access to housing.

Yet, it is not merely our shared problems that connect us. This
season of Advent, the Scripture readings remind us that, in
Christ, God has drawn near to us and to our neighbors. As God
draws near to us, we, too, are drawn near to each other —in hope,
in faith and in our mutual need.

Seeing this is easier now than it was for the followers of John the
Baptist. Jesus was, by no means, the first to be considered (or to
declare himself) the Promised One sent by God. So perhaps no

one should be surprised that John and his followers were a bit
suspicious. "Are we to wait for another?" is the question of those
who have long awaited the Messiah — and may likely have been
disappointed before. This isn't the pleading of the psalmist crying,
“How long, Lord?" but the cynical question of the skeptic whose
faith is sure but whose trust must be earned.

And to some extent, this is our question, too. How do we know that
God has drawn near? How can we be certain that the Messiah has
come? In our day, we are confronted with promises of salvation
from every quarter. Commercials and mass media hold out the
pursuit of wealth as the path to new life. Social media seem to
suggest that our lives will be transformed once we get enough
“likes" or followers. For victims of human trafficking such as Dawit,
the promises are more nefarious. Many victims were first lured

by their traffickers with promises of resettlement in a new, safe
country. Or they were deceived by promises of stable employment.
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Jesus understands the skepticism of the question. In response, he
shares with John's followers the evidence he knows will convince
the Baptizer: "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." Echoing the prophecies of Isaiah,
Jesus makes clear the signs of the Messiah's coming, signs John the
Baptist would seem to recognize: healing, restoration and hope.
John the Baptist can trust that the one interrogated by his followers
is the One sent by God because following in Jesus' wake are those
characteristics of God's transformation of the world: healing,
restoration and hope.

As we look for the promise of God in our midst, we are called to look
for those signs of healing (physical and spiritual), restoration (of
relationships with God and neighbor), and hope (for those who are
poor or vulnerable). Our shared need for each of these is what draws
us together with neighbors near and far as we long together for the
transformation of the world. And make no mistake, God is with us
in our need as well.

We are united in our common need with neighbors around the
world. And yet, the miles are bridged by something greater —

our shared participation in the promise God is unfolding in our
world. The vocation to be a healing, reconciling, hopeful presence
in the world is shared across the church universal in every
community. United in trust that God is at work transforming the
world, the church is called to participate in the signs that inspired
the confidence of John and his followers — and inspires the
confidence of our neighbors and ourselves today.

To share in the stories of neighbors near and far is to share in the
work God is doing through them in the world. It is to seek together
— and to be, together — those signs of healing, restoration and hope.
In Advent, the expectant longing gives way to bold confidence

that God is at work, revealing the promise that all shall be well and
drawing us together in mutual need and mutual hope.

There may be much that separates us, but the promise that unites us
can bridge any divide.
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REFLECTION QUESTIONS

1) What experiences have reassured your faith that God is at
work in the world?

2) Why is it important for the church, as the people of God, to
help neighbors such as Dawit meet their needs for healing
and care?

3) Where do you see God's promise taking root in your
community?
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