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 Until his death at 86 years of age in 2009, his career spanned over 50 years as 

an actor, singer, comedian, game show host, and as the voice and face of numerous 

commercials.  Do you know who he is?  Not yet?  Well, how about if I tell you that he 

served as a combat aviator in the Korean War flying 85 combat missions and earning 6 

medals for his bravery.  How about now?  Still not yet?  Ok.  But you will now.  Now I 

will give it all away.  Because oddly enough, for all the things he did in his lifetime, the 

one thing that he is best known for?  For 30 years, each and every night, his voice 

entering our living rooms, his sole purpose, and major claim to fame was this and this 

alone.  His role as the one who would introduce the one who was about to enter the 

stage, the one to whom all the fame and glory and notoriety really went, the one who 

was the star of the show, for 30 years, his five seconds of fame would come as we sat 

in anticipation of the one who was about to come through that curtain.  Each night he 

would begin, “Heeeeere’s Johnny!”  And now you know the name of the man—a name 

I have to sheepishly admit I had to google—but you know him; Ed McMahan.   

 It is an interesting occupation; it’s true.  How many of us would line up for that 

kind of job?  One that continually pointed away from ourselves and to another?  

Someone whose entire identity was wrapped up and intertwined and defined only in 

relation to another?  Well, such is plight of prophets like Isaiah.  And John the Baptist.  

Ooops!  I’ve done it already.  Given him the name he doesn’t even claim for himself.  

And I suppose you, along with me, already have that cartoon caricature in your mind.  

The picture of a man with unkempt hair and a beard that hasn’t been shaved in forever.  

A wild man who eats locusts and honey, and wears only a rough camel skin that 
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probably has never been washed.  And for sure he is the guy who is always 

bedraggled and wet, whose hands and feet are shriveled and pruned from his 

permanent spot in the middle of the Jordan river, splashing and baptizing and on the 

side; bellering hell and damnation and muttering to himself, like the Grinch who is 

about to steal our Christmas.  

 And while perhaps, some of this might be an accurate portrayal of this beloved 

character of our faith; oddly, much of it is what we have imposed and composed over 

the years about this John.  Maybe because we want the story to be at least a little 

about John.  Or maybe it is too hard for us to fathom, that someone’s entire identity—

his whole life would be wrapped and defined by another.  That this radical commitment 

to Jesus is the very thing that scares us most.  Yet, when John is confronted by the 

authorities in the Gospel we read today—when John’s identity is under scrutiny and  

questioned—he says, “Actually guys?  I’m that one.  You know… the one whose whole 

role, identity and purpose is to point you to the One who is about to enter the stage, the 

One who is going to walk right through that curtain; that since I was born and for the 30 

years since, this whole thing is not about me, but about the One who is coming, who is 

already among you.  So, without further ado… Heeeere’s Jesus!”  Let us pray. 

 He never wanted to be center stage.  But it seems his ministry was making quite 

a splash.  And yes, it was in part because he spent his days baptizing—so much so 

that they had nicknamed him “The Baptizer.”  But by now the word was spreading 

along with the speculation.  Not only because he dressed like a prophet, and ate like a 
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prophet, and well, his hair and beard—who would actually go out in public looking like 

that if they weren’t?  A prophet, I mean.  He sure looked the part; like the last in a long 

line of prophets of years gone by—prophets whose voices had long since grown silent.  

So who was he?  Could it be that once again there was a prophet in their midst?  And 

not just any prophet, but the promised return in flesh and blood of Elijah himself?  It 

was causing quite a stir in his home town of Bethany, the people all a scurry as now 

they hosted dignitaries from the temple—they too, beginning to take notice of John. 

 They stroll to the water’s edge, robes in colours of royal, prayer bells jingling as 

they walked, a host of the town following behind, children racing and running between 

them, the buzz of excited voices.  Was he what they had expected; as they saw him 

now, in camel’s hair dangling and drenched, up to his knees in the muddy waters of the 

Jordan?   And the question comes, “Who are you?”  “Me?? not the Messiah, if that’s 

what you are asking.”  “Elijah, then?”  “Nope.”  “The prophet?”  “Wrong again.”  It was a 

game of 50 questions.  They are getting annoyed.  Was this John playing games with 

them?  Why did he not just tell them outright?  What do you have to say for yourself?  

Who are you?”  His answer just one more riddle, “It is as Isaiah said, I am ‘the voice of 

one crying, in the wilderness, prepare the way of the Lord.’”  

 Every time they ask about his own identity, John directs away from himself and 

points to the Lord who is coming into their midst.  But they refuse to stay on topic.  

“Well, if you are not Elijah, or the Messiah, or the prophet, why?  Why then are you 

baptizing?”  His answer, “I baptize with water.”  But there is one who already stands 
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among you whose sandals I am not even worthy to bear.  No matter how many times 

they ask, “Who are you?”  John cannot, does not answer.  Almost shrugging off the 

role and title they and we have given him, as “Baptizer.”  “Don’t worry about me, about 

this baptism, this water.  Don’t pay attention to my what I eat or wear.  Because there 

is One who is about to open the curtain and walk center stage.  My life is to point to 

him, to direct you to what God is about to do, to what God is doing among us now.” 

From the day he was born until the day he died, it is this identity, this role, this 

purpose John adheres to.  To prepare the way of the Lord.  To point and direct others 

to Jesus.  To point and direct the people, and this world to what God is about to do.  To 

testify to what God is doing among us now.   To witness the God who is entering in 

now, this very moment in Jesus.  His identity defined only in relation to Jesus and 

Jesus coming into the world; John is not truly John the Baptizer as we have named him 

at all.  But John the testifier.  The voice who cries out.  “Heeere’s Jesus!”  Who 

proclaims with audacity and boldness, who testifies publicly and confidently that God’s 

promises are true; that God is about to and is already doing a new thing among us.  

And this message, this Gospel is John’s whole life—what he lives for; what he dies for.    

And now in concert together with John, the voice of an ancient prophet rings out.  

In witness, in testimony, in bold proclamation, Isaiah, too, names his sole purpose and 

call, “The spirit of the Lord God is upon me, because the Lord has anointed me; sent 

me to bring good news to the oppressed, to bind up the broken-hearted, to proclaim 

liberty to the captives, release to the prisoners; to proclaim the year of the Lord’s favor, 
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to comfort all who mourn.  It is familiar, the message resounding, echoing forward, like 

a voice in the wilderness, as together, prophets old and new declare the hope of God 

among us—that light will shine in darkness, and the darkness shall not overcome. That 

the Lamb of God comes to take away the sin and brokenness of the world.  That God’s 

Spirit will rest and remain with us.  That we will be baptized with the Holy Spirit and 

with fire. That there will be springs in the desert, that life will blossom and bloom!  The 

lame shall leap, the blind shall see, you will be clothed with joy and the saving grace of 

God.  Gladness instead of mourning.  Fainting spirits shall faint no more.  And grace 

upon grace; and light and truth are coming into the world; that all people will see the 

glory of God’s Son, and we will be called children of God.”   

Back and forth, from beginning to end; echoing, and resounding—two prophets, 

two voices, in witness and testimony, with bold and audacious proclamation—and even 

when everything says different—still, they proclaim to ancient generations past, to the 

future, and to us the Good News and promise that God is among us and will be and is 

coming among us still in light and truth, in life and grace.  And then they wait—wait for 

our echo, our proclamation to ring out into the wilderness, to resound in the darkness, 

in our lockdown and isolation.  Wait for the words we will speak, of our lives filled with 

purpose and hope that points to God’s coming among us in Jesus.   

What will our witness be?  That there will be healing and life in these, the darkest 

of times.  That life will spring forth in this desert of a pandemic.  That even now, when 

the pain of our separation and isolation from each other and the ones we love causes 
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us to wilt and faint, the promise of God’s love is calling us together in our humanity, in 

the flesh and blood of our lives, calling us together in the flesh and blood of a manger’s 

Child.  Even when everything else says otherwise, the light of God’s love will shine and 

is shining in the darkest places of our lives.  That God is among us, and is, and will 

be—healing in the desert, life-giving springs and shoots that will rise, that life will 

blossom and grow, that Jesus comes, and is coming again in blossoming life and hope 

that rises on a cross and from the grave in the flesh and blood of Jesus; in life rising for 

us all.  This, the audacious, bold proclamation of faith we hold to and speak; the 

proclamation we confess and believe even and especially when that faith falters; even 

and especially when words fail us, and we no longer know what to speak. 

For even with all of what we can say—for all of our testimony about Jesus; the 

most important testimony of all is the testimony of Jesus for and about us.1  That we 

are God’s children.  Loved, cherished, named, claimed.  That this world and its people 

are God’s sole purpose, and meaning, and life.  That we are God’s love song, the 

ancient melody echoing from the beginning of all time and to every generation.   That 

God so longs to give us life and love, that God decides to dwell with us in flesh and 

blood.  And in the middle of the darkest night, a light shines.  And when everything else 

says different, in the middle of a stable and the pain and messiness and struggle of our 

lives, a baby’s cry rings out.  And we hear it.  The ancient promise resounding—God’s 

proclamation of life for the world—“Here.  Heeeere’s Jesus!”  Thanks be to God! 
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