
Sermon for the Third Sunday of Advent: Matthew: 11:2-11 
The Rev. Brooks Cato 

Once in a while, y’all’ve heard me make a confession from this pulpit, and today’s gonna be another one 
of those days. Here goes. I have a favorite band. Now, that’s hardly a confession. I’m sure just about everyone 
in this room has a favorite band or musician or, if you’re sitting over in the robed-up choir section, maybe a 
favorite composer. But my favorite band needs to come with a caveat. They’ve been around for decades now, 
which makes me feel the press of time more than I’d like to admit, but some of their song titles and lyrics are 
enough to make even the most steel-nerved among us blush. But they rarely shock for no effect. There’s a 
reason behind it when they push against taboos. The group that really gets me thinking and listening and 
re-listening is a band called Tool. Usually when I tell people this, even before I was priested, they sort of laugh 
it off. See, Tool is the kind of band name you expect to see carved into the wall of a bathroom stall. They have a 
reputation I’m not sure they deserve, hard music, cranked up mindlessly loud. Now that I wear a collar, 
admitting to liking Tool really surprises folks. And I’ve had some fantastic conversations with strangers at the 
brewery about faith and God and what it means to care about church thanks to owning up to my love of Tool.  

What gets me about them is, I think they’re one of the most faithful musical acts around these days. I 
also think none of the band members would agree with me on that point. They push against God and followers 
of God in the world around them because what they see is hypocrisy, hatred, and unresolved doubt. In other 
words, they sound like prophets. Now, before you’re tempted to label them as false prophets because they’re 
upset with God, there’s a couple of things to remember. First, Tool’s frontman, Maynard James Keenan, was 
raised by a deeply faithful Christian mother. He named an album after her, 10,000 Days, honoring the 
interminably long battle with cancer she wrestled all the way to her death. And yet she remained faithful 
throughout the pain. The track Wings for Marie relays his own heartbreak at her bedside. “What have I done to 
be a son to an angel? What have I done to be worthy? She never told a lie. Well might've told a lie, but never 
lived one. Didn't have a life, but surely saved one. See? I'm alright. Now it's time for us to let you go.” And 
when she finally breathes her last in her hospital bed crucible, he directs anyone who will listen to look, look 
“how we rise to the height of our halo.” 

But Maynard wrestles, too, with a cocktail of gentle care and love for his mother and a deep anger and a 
sense of betrayal towards God for letting all this happen to her. He names the unjust and calls God to task, but 
he also calls to task the people of God that failed her in those final days, too. Which all seems kinda 
presumptuous, right? Maybe, except throughout scripture we have all kinds of examples of just that. Abraham, 
Moses, and Elijah each dip their toes in that water, but so do many of the psalms and the Book of Lamentations. 
If Tool is a prophet, they’re prophets in this line.  

One other note on Tool as prophet, and that’s got to do with all that doubt they’re carrying. Some of the 
things we hear about Christinity, seems like there’s no room for doubt. We’re expected, at least the world often 
expects, for us to approach belief as a box to check. Once you’ve put your mark in that box, you are a believer. 
Done. But that’s not how it works, it never is. We go to the heights of belief on occasion, if we’re lucky, and 
more often than we admit to each other and to the world, we go to the depths, too. Being the People of God, to 
me, is less about belief and more about commitment and discipline. Belief wavers; discipline keeps me in 
relationship when I’m not so sure anymore. And to be clear, “relationship” doesn’t necessarily mean 
contentment. Relationship is refusing to turn away, even when the only words that come are anger or fear or 
heartbreak. The words that come as a loved one dies, the words of worry when they haven’t made it home yet, 
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the words that fail when knees give out and eyes fill with tears. God’s there, and whatever those words are, God 
can handle it. And for millenia, has. That’s what we commit to. Thank God doubt isn’t a disqualifier.  

Even John the Baptist, the prophet, the one preparing the way for the messiah, the voice in the 
wilderness, even John the Baptist has his moment where belief cracks, just a little. And his moment, thank God 
again, lands on the page. In Matthew’s telling, John was busy baptizing all sorts of folks down in the Jordan and 
hollering about the Kingdom of God coming near. His cousin Jesus approached, and he felt something different, 
even tried to get Jesus to baptize him instead of the other way around. Didn’t seem proper to do the same thing 
for Jesus as he had for everyone else. But he conceded, and as Jesus rose from the water gasping for air, the 
Spirit of God appeared, and the voice of God boomed from the heavens, “this is my son, the beloved.” John was 
there. But it’s not like he was hanging out in the wings, he was right there, pulling Jesus up. He was at Jesus’s 
side when God boomed and the Spirit flew. John was there.  

But now, just eight chapters later, John’s in jail, his death just around the corner. I gotta imagine he’s 
afraid, uncomfortable, alone more often than not. And he’s thinking back. This isn’t what he was asked to do. 
He was supposed to proclaim in the wilderness, not rot in a cell. But here he waits for whatever’s next to come. 
And in his distress, his belief dips, and he gets a message out. Go, ask Jesus and hurry. Were we right? Did all 
that at the river actually happen? Are you the one I was supposed to tell people about? Are you really? It’s not 
the biggest crisis of faith in history, but you’d think, out of all the people who’ve tried to make way in the 
wilderness, John would be a stalwart. But even John doubts, just a little and just for a moment. And it’s 
understandable. Who wouldn’t, locked in a cell for showing that faith, who wouldn’t question? Who wouldn’t 
doubt? But thank God for that story. For all of us waiting for Christ to come, for all of us aching for loved ones 
that’ve left, for all of us here now in this messy doubt-filled life, thank God for John. He’s us. Some days full of 
enough prophetic vinegar to make the People of God blush, and some days desperate for reassurance.  

I guess this is why I’m not ashamed to talk about that band, Tool. They remind us, when we forget our 
stories in here, that doubt and pain and righteous anger are part of this life. John found his reassurance in the 
words of Christ. But not all of us have Christ so close at hand. If Tool finds reassurance, they find it in 
committing to that holy relationship none of us fully understand. And they tell us to look, look how, even in 
doubt, look how we rise to the height of our halo. Even in doubt, look how we rise. Thank God for that story.  
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