
Remember those standardized test questions where you’d have two words that were 
related in some way, and you had to choose which word matched the test word? Here’s an 
example. 

I’m pretty sure it’s D, dusk. But how is that different from A, evening? And is that more 
correct than B, dark? It can thunder before it rains, or while it is raining…I never liked 
these tests, but it seemed appropriate for our texts this morning. For instance, 

 Crocus:spring :: John the Baptist: ? 
A. river 
B. crazy 
C. Jesus 
D. God’s reign 

The correct answer is C, Jesus. As a crocus heralds the arrival of spring, so does John the 
Baptist herald the arrival of Jesus. Or maybe it’s D, because the arrival of Jesus is the 
arrival of the reign of God. Luckily, this isn’t a test. 

Our text from Isaiah begins with a glorious image of rebirth. “The wilderness and the dry 
land shall be glad, the desert shall rejoice and blossom; like the crocus it shall blossom 
abundantly, and rejoice with joy and singing.” 

At our house in Virginia, I was always surprised by the first flowers that sprung up, 
sometimes even through snow – the crocuses. One day you’d see green shoots, and next 
thing you know, these beautiful little purple or white flowers would pop up all over, 
defying the cold and wind, offering hope that the day was not far off when you could be 
outside without a jacket. They didn’t last long. And just when it seemed there had been a 
mistake, that winter was there to stay, other signs would come to offer hope. After the 
crocuses came the daffodils and forsythia, and then grape hyacinths and tulips and 
flowering dogwoods and so many others. And if you hadn’t started your allergy medicine 
by the time the daffodils appeared, you were sad. Start when you see the crocus. It is a 
sign. 

Choose the correct alternative. 
Thunder : Rain : : ? : Night

A. Evening 
B. Dark 
C. Day 
D. Dusk 



Next week we will hear more from Isaiah about signs. But today, we get another helping 
of dream, another oracle of hope, another vision of a future time when God’s reign will 
have come in its fullness. 

It is this vision that fueled John the Baptist’s ministry. John knew he was preparing the 
way for the Messiah, the anointed of God who would make all things new. He was out at 
the Jordan river, baptizing people with the baptism of repentance – of turning from their 
own ways and turning to God’s ways. This image in Isaiah of God’s highway is 
wonderful for today because the 21 miles from the Jordan to Jerusalem is anything but – 
and definitely in Jesus’ time it was not an easy or safe route. It was a rough and rocky 
road through the desert wilderness. It is the road where the story of the Good Samaritan 
takes place. Imagine, then, people making the journey to the river to be baptized by John, 
and then turning around and making the journey back up to Jerusalem to worship at the 
Temple – 21 miles and 2500 feet of elevation. Each of them had their own post-baptism 
wilderness experience.  

But here is Isaiah’s vision of God’s highway:  
“it shall be for God’s people; no traveler, not even fools, shall go astray.  
No lion shall be there, nor shall any ravenous beast come up on it. 
The ransomed of the Lord shall return, 
And come to Zion with singing; 
Everlasting joy shall be upon their heads; 
They shall obtain joy and gladness, 
And sorrow and sighing shall flee away.” 

This is the vision that was in people’s hearts as they made their way back to Jerusalem. 
Despite the often bleak reality they saw around them, they saw also this highway of 
safety and peace, the deeper reality of God’s reign in which they already were 
participating. And it kept them going.  

John was in prison when he heard what Jesus was doing. He sent his disciples to ask 
Jesus if he was the Messiah, or if they needed to keep waiting. I wonder what a false 
prophet would say. “No, I am not the one, just kidding?” The false prophet would more 
likely say, “yes! I am the one!” But would the signs be there? How would John know? 

Jesus does not say he is the one, but he tells John to look at the signs. “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 are the crocuses before the full spring 
of God’s reign. The kingdom is indeed near. 

Jesus’ answer to John uses many of the images from Isaiah. Let’s stop for a minute, 
though, to consider the fullness of this passage. We use this kind of language a lot in 
church – the blind will see, the deaf will hear – but do we consider the implicit judgment 



we are perpetuating, that not being able to see, or hear, or having a congenital health issue 
or disease, is “bad” and against God’s will?  

In ancient Israel, disabilities and diseases were considered to be God’s punishment for 
sin. People were excluded from community as unclean. So physical healing was not just 
physical healing, but signified also the restoration of a person to the community, which 
brought a greater fullness of life both for that person and to the community.  

We like to think that we are far beyond these ancient understandings of God. Of course 
physical differences are not evidence of sin, right? Of course cancer is not God’s 
judgment on a righteous person, right? How about poverty, and homelessness, and mental 
illness? Unfortunately, if you listen carefully, you will find that we – humanity as a whole 
– have not advanced terribly far. Even though Jesus taught us differently. In John’s 
Gospel, Jesus explicitly says that a person’s physical blindness was not a sign that he or 
his parents had sinned, but that it was so God’s power might be displayed in him. Today 
is not the time to explore this fully, but because these images are so pervasive in our 
texts, it is important to acknowledge that they can be problematic.  

But Jesus’ life and ministry were full of signs. We have a different word in the church for 
“sign.” Sacrament. A sacrament is an outward sign of God’s grace. Jesus, the person, is a 
sacrament. Baptism is a sacrament – an outward sign that God fills us with God’s own 
breath, that we can never be separated from God. Marriage is a sacrament – an outward 
sign of the love God has for us and that God empowers us have with each other. 
Communion is a sacrament – an outward sign of our fundamental identity as part of the 
body of Christ, our belonging in God. 

In a way, the crocus is a sacrament. It is a sign of God’s promise to make all things new. 
A sign that what is – in this case, winter – is only temporary, and that in the power of the 
Holy Spirit even what seems dead can blossom and thrive. We know when we see the 
crocus that the fullness of spring is not far off. That it WILL come. 

What are the signs we can see that the fullness of God’s reign will come? What are the 
signs that give us hope, day by day, that one day we will cast off our jackets and breathe 
deeply of the clean air of God’s spring? 

I began today with an analogous pair. 
Crocus is to spring as… 

What would our lives look like if the second part was God’s reign?  

I invite you to look around this week and consider what signs you see that herald the 
arrival of God’s reign, not just the arrival of the baby Jesus. And, as we go about our days 
this week, how might we be the sign for someone else? How might we take up our 



identity as the Body of Christ and point to the hope we find in God? What signs might we 
plant in this world?


