Isaiah 61; 1-2
1The Spirit of the Lord GOD is upon me; because the LORD hath anointed me to preach good tidings unto the meek; he hath sent me to bind up the brokenhearted, to proclaim liberty to the captives, and the opening of the prison to them that are bound; 

   2To proclaim the acceptable year of the LORD, and the day of vengeance of our God;

Luke 4:18-22
The Spirit of the Lord is upon me, because he hath anointed me to preach the gospel to the poor; he hath sent me to heal the brokenhearted, to preach deliverance to the captives, and recovering of sight to the blind, to set at liberty them that are bruised, 

   19To preach the acceptable year of the Lord. 

   20And he closed the book, and he gave it again to the minister, and sat down. And the eyes of all them that were in the synagogue were fastened on him. 

   21And he began to say unto them, This day is this scripture fulfilled in your ears. 

Luke 7:18-23:
   18And the disciples of John shewed him of all these things. 

   19And John calling unto him two of his disciples sent them to Jesus, saying, Art thou he that should come? or look we for another? 

   20When the men were come unto him, they said, John Baptist hath sent us unto thee, saying, Art thou he that should come? or look we for another? 

   21And in that same hour he cured many of their infirmities and plagues, and of evil spirits; and unto many that were blind he gave sight. 

   22Then Jesus answering said unto them, Go your way, and tell John what things ye have seen and heard; how that the blind see, the lame walk, the lepers are cleansed, the deaf hear, the dead are raised, to the poor the gospel is preached. 

   23And blessed is he, whosoever shall not be offended in me.

Last week I said John the Baptist was wrong, in part, in his interpretation of who/what the Messiah would be.  John spoke of vengeance, as did the prophet Isaiah whose mantel John took up.  Jesus intentionally chooses the same text from Isaiah, but ends in mid-sentence on “proclaiming the acceptable year of the Lord.”  Jesus closes the book on the vengeance Isaiah and John envisioned.  

And so, John had to wonder if Jesus was really the Messiah, and in his wondering from his prison cell, John sent his disciples to Jesus.  John’s disciples returned quoting Jesus, “The blind receive their sight and the lame walk; lepers are cleansed and the deaf hear, and the dead are raised and the poor hear the good news of salvation. And blessed is the one who takes no offense at me.”  There is another phrase Jesus had used in chapter 4 to describe his ministry, a phrase now noticeably absent… “to preach deliverance to the captives.”  John, captive in prison, hears no words of deliverance.
And John the Baptist is silent. He is not heard from again throughout the gospels.  John does not say, “Praise God, Jesus is the Messiah.”  John does not say, “Go back my disciples and follow him because he is indeed mightier than I.”  John says nothing. John the Baptist, the voice of his generation, is silent.  His last words were a question, “Are you the one, or shall we look for another,” and once he gets the answer to his question, he goes to his grave silent.

John’s disciples, a short time later, took his beheaded body and buried him in the dirt of Galilee. With the last shovel full of dirt and rock thrown on the grave, those disciples went back to Jesus again and told him what happened, told him how John was brutally put to death.  Imagine with me what might have gone through their minds as they journeyed back to Jesus, Could they have thought that this tragedy would ignite the full Messianic power and vengeance of Jesus?  Maybe Jesus really was the Messiah after-all, and he had been waiting for the right time to manifest it?  Maybe he would now become so out-raged by the execution of John that he would rally his people and his powers and extinguish the evil that committed this crime?  Surely if the imprisonment of John—the person of whom Jesus had said there was no one greater born of women—surely if the imprisonment of John didn’t evoke action from Jesus, then certainly news of John’s execution would?  Now Jesus, now what will you do? 

The 14th chapter of Matthew describes what Jesus did: “And when Jesus heard of it, he retreated from that place by ship into the desert.”  

Preach deliverance to the captives?  No. Retreat into the desert alone.  In this moment of social justice, in this moment of political opportunity, Jesus says nothing.  He not only says nothing, he removes himself from any opportunity to act, to solve the problem, to rescue the situation.  He goes into the desert, the desert where John had preached, the desert where he, Jesus, had assumed his baptismal identity as the one greater than John, he retreats from the situation.  He retreats to a place far from the crime, far from social justice, far from holding Herod accountable, a place barren of vengeance.  And so, from his grave in Galilee, John’s question continues to echo down through the centuries, “Are you the one, or shall we look for another?”
Have you ever prayed and didn’t get the answer you expected? Or worse, have you ever prayed and felt as though God was far away, as if God had gone into some remote desert leaving you captive to circumstances you did not choose?  If prayer is not a significant part of your life, is it because of experiences like this? Has the voice of your hope that once shouted from the flowing Jordan rivers of life been silenced by the capricious inequities of human existence?  
A mother once told me, “The only thing I ever prayed for was that my children would be kept safe.”  At the age of 21, her son was killed by a drunk driver.

On this Martin Luther King, Jr. holiday weekend, I am reminded of his words from the Birmingham jail: “When the bombs blast us out of our homes, and the fire hoses are turned against us, we can’t help but ask, ‘Where is God?’”  

And the disciples of John, as they watched Jesus say and do nothing, as they watched him turn his back on them and retreat into the desert alone, did they not walk away asking, “What kind of so-called Messiah is this? Why announce this kind of inept savior to the world?” 
In Luke 7, after saying what he said about the lepers, the deaf, and the blind, after failing to say anything about those held captive, Jesus also said, “And blessed is the one who is not offended by me.”  An “offense’ here means something that infuriates or insults our senses and our intelligence.  An offense dashes our expectations.  Is this what happened to John the Baptist?  Is this why he remained silent unto the grave? Does this kind of Messiah, the kind who is either unable or unwilling to do something, does this kind of Savior offend you?  Does the kind of Savior who supposedly rules the world, a world full of holocausts, racism, and terrorism, does such a Savior offend you?  Does it not insult our senses?

If we are offended by this kind Savior, if our sense of justice cannot wait, then we must look for another.  If this kind of Savior is unable to change politics as usual, with its self-interest and bureaucratic grid-lock, then perhaps we should look for another.  If this kind of Christ cannot heal our parental and marital relationships, let alone our cancers, then perhaps we should look for another.  If this kind of Christ is unable to undo the rubbish of racism, or change the old-hats of ethnic hatreds, then perhaps we should look for another.  If this kind of Christ that came to set the captives free cannot loosen the chains of his first cousin in the first century, how can he loosen our chains in the 21st century?

I believe John the Baptist died questioning whether or not Jesus was the Messiah. However, I do not believe he died questioning God’s promise of a Messiah, nor God’s promise of justice.  Had John abandoned all his hope in God, he could have avoided execution: he could have said, “Sorry Herod, my bad; I made a mistake. You’re okay, and I’m okay, keep living anyway you want to.”  John’s hope was not severed.
What you and me? 

First of all, if John the Baptist was a man of faith and saint of the church, one of whom no one born of woman is greater, then questioning whether or not Jesus is really the Messiah is not a litmus test of faithfulness.  It is okay to doubt and question.

Second, shortly after John’s death, Simon Peter confessed that Jesus was the Messiah, the son of the living God.  Jesus replied, “Blessed are you Simon Peter, for flesh and blood (human beings, senses, and intelligence) has not revealed this to you, but my Father who is in heaven.”  Knowing Jesus as Messiah is a gift from God, a gift of revelation. It is not something the Church, or the pastor, or the Sunday school teacher can give you.  It is not something we can manufacture ourselves. It is a gift from God and God alone.  (And apparently, with peter’s denials, the gift does not lead to perfection.)
Third, it would that this gift involves seeing Jesus as the kind of Messiah who comes not to saves us from adversity, but to endure adversity with us, so that suffering is also not a litmus test for the absence of God, rather suffering is the place where God is most present.  What else can make of the cross?  Jesus did not come to change our enemies, be they people, situation, or disease, he came to change us.  Blessed is the one who takes no offense at this.

And this was also part of the genius of Martin Luther King, Jr.  He was not simply out to change a particular dominant culture’s attitude toward a particular minority: he was out to change the attitude of that minority about themselves. Such a way of viewing things brings transformation, transformation from viewing God as the ultimate Santa Claus, to experiencing God, others, and ourselves, joy and sorrow, life and death, in new, unfamiliar, and yes, sometimes, very uncomfortable ways.  

