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Beloved of God, I have always believed in the power of a question, in fact I have always believed questions are more powerful than answers.  Questions are strong attractors.  The right question can stop conversation and focus energy.  Questions have the power to break into the way we think and lead us into the kind of deep reflection that guides and sharpens our beliefs.  
Questions carry us to that space – that place –between not knowing and a desire to know where we are our most attentive, our most open and our most self-aware.  Yes, questions keep the conversation going and, at their best, guide us to new levels of being and doing.
  
Without questions where would we be?  If Newton had not wondered what made the apple fall;  if Orville and Wilbur had never inquired whether humans might be able to do what birds so easily do; and if your mother had not been curious enough to ask questions about your father, or your father about your mother. . . .  Yes, without questions where would we be?

The power of a question is exponential and we who follow Christ must be wiling to ask questions.  It is too easy to gain an understanding of a text or a truth and then no longer seek to investigate it, no longer believe that within it are new possibilities for wisdom.  This kind of thinking gets us into trouble and locks the Bible’s truth into truisms that have so little power.  We who follow Christ must ever be ready to engage in the questions God’s word will raise.  We must always be interested in what the text says to us today; always inquisitive as to how we might live into questions that are raised by the contemporary circumstances of our culture.  We must be willing to question even if by asking the question we might divulge that something we thought we knew has escaped our grasp or shown us another side.  We must always be willing to risk the question, for to not do so leaves us in mute ignorance – and that is never where God would have us be. 
Refusing to remain in mute ignorance was in fact the position of John the Baptist as we encounter him in this morning’s text.  Now let’s review John’s life for just a moment.  You will remember in the first chapter of Luke Zechariah, Elizabeth’s husband, was ministering in the sanctuary of the Lord.  As Zechariah moved into the holiest portion of the Temple an angel appeared and said, “Do not be afraid Zechariah, for your prayer has been heard.  Your wife Elizabeth will bear you a son.”   And that is not all the angel said.  With clarity Zechariah was told, and your son will go forward with the spirit and power of Elijah and he will make ready a people, he will prepare them for the Lord.
  This child, about whom the angel spoke, was John, John the Baptizer.  
John and Jesus were close.  Six months older that the baby Mary bore, John must have grown up hearing stories of Jesus told around the evening’s fires.  I bet Elizabeth even told him of the time when a young and pregnant Mary visited and at the mere mention of her voice he, the baby John, lept in his mother’s womb.  John must have known that all around him were those who believed this Jesus was the one born to be the Messiah.  And he must have believed for in the Gospel of John when Jesus and John first come face to face the Baptizer looks up and cries out, “Behold, the lamb of God who takes away the sin of the world.
  

John knew Jesus and John knew who Jesus was.  He knew that Jesus had come to heal the breach in the covenant between human kind and divinity.  He knew Jesus had come to be a brother, a friend, a redeemer and a savior.  John knew these things but, in our text today, despite his experience and his knowledge from a prison cell he asks, “Are you the one who is to come, or are we to seek another?”

Why do we ask questions?  Sometimes it is because we are curious or we seek information or conformation of a thing.  Sometimes it is because we are terrified by what we cannot comprehend.  I believe John asks his question because he is frustrated and maybe even afraid.  You see the Messiah that John expected would not have behaved like this man from Nazareth.  The Christ the Baptist awaited was one who would come in power and with might.  He would come as a descendent of David and if David had killed 10,000 or more in the conquest of his kingdom, then the one who would come after would stop at nothing to restore the Kingdom of God.  The Messiah that John expected was to come in glory and splendor and be for the people the hope of redemption!
But the actions of Jesus now reported to John did not fit the bill.  And, his most recent miracle, if you even want to call it that, was something no self respecting Jew would ever do.  His most recent act was to see a widow woman who had lost her only son and to feel compassion for her.  Men were not supposed to feel compassion for anyone and certainly they were not supposed to show it in public if they did.  But Jesus wasn’t finished.  Not only did he show compassion for this woman but he walked up to her dead boy’s coffin and touched it.  Mistake number two.  No follower of the Mosaic code of law was allowed to touch anything that was dead, that would have made them ceremonially unclean for at least seven days.  But touch a dead and resurrect a dead boy is exactly what Jesus did.  From his cell John must have wondered, what is he doing?  What is he up to?  Have I made my own mistake?  Have I followed the wrong one, should I have been seeking another?  
Now scholars will tell you the primary purpose of John’s question as it fits into Luke’s gospel is to set up the following chapters.  Chapters seven, eight and nine of Luke will spell out the identity of Jesus as the Messiah, the one who is greater than any other prophet.
  And though I see the beauty and importance of John’s question as a way to set up this exposition; as we gather this morning,  I am drawn to the power of John’s question, are you the one or shall we seek another, for another reason.   John, who should have known better, still asks the question.  I am drawn to John’s questions because his willingness to ask it is a powerful model for you and for me.
No matter how sure we are about our positions in life, it is still worth asking questions.  No matter how deeply we believe in something or someone it is still worth examining our beliefs.  For if we will not question what we believe, if we accept just because we were once taught by our parents, or experiences, or even by our own powers of reason – then we will remain locked in what was and lose the opportunity to see what might be.  
The need to question may have been embarrassing for John.  It may have been dangerous; for if John questioned, what of those disciples who followed him.  Might his questions cause them to doubt?  And what of us?  If you and I question will others who have watched us, drawn strength from our faith falter?  I understand these feelings but like John, when a question of importance rises, we must always be willing to ask.

And so we hear John’s question, are you the one or shall we look for another.  We hear John’s question and instead of condemning his doubt, we celebrate his courage; the courage to ask, to seek, to find.  We hear John’s question and though for the moment it might make us uncomfortable we are reminded again about the importance of questions for us.  And I invite you to be prayerful about questions we might ask here on the corner of Lincoln and Grove.  For this fall it is our hope to inquire much and to turn this corner into a place where questions are welcomed, asked and investigated in a way that uses the minds God has given us, honors God and deepens God’s people.  
On Wednesday nights the adult class will ask about the power of grief as it is lifted to heights almost unimaginable and depths too frightening to go.  We will ask these questions as we explore the music of Brahms and his German Requiem in a study called Sowing Tears, Reaping Joy.  On Wednesday nights we will also ask our elementary school children to image the questions one would ask if you were going to live a Rock Solid life of faith.  And our youth will explore questions of hospitality and how one makes wise choices.

We will ask questions on Sunday mornings in our Sunday School time as well.  Elementary and middle school students will ask how they may live B.I.G., a Belief In God and our senior high students will question what it means to be young, gifted and alive in a world whose culture demands answers but too often avoids the deep and important questions.

And the Adult Sunday School class will confront controversial questions: questions about euthanasia, abortion, separation of church and state, homosexuality, the death penalty.  We will question, because like John we must look around us and take in the circumstances that appear.  We must understand our world and ask how we as Christians must live, ask is this the way or is there another.
  
In the Gospel of Luke John the Baptist looks at the circumstances that surround him and asks a question.  But there is something else we must take notice of before we close.  John asks his question in faith.  Are you the one or shall we look for another.  John does not doubt that God will fulfill God’s purpose to the people and to the ages.  John does not give up on his God or on his promise to send the Messiah.  Even though the question might be filled with fear and trepidation, John does not lose his faith.  As we come to the questions that will we will take up this fall, God is true to God’s word.  When we call on God, God will answer, when we seek God will find us.  Questions that rise from the intersection of our lives and the study of God’s word are good and God’s ever present Spirit will hold us in faith as seek to answer them.  As we ask we, like John, must not lose faith.
And finally, when John’s disciples bring John’s questions to Jesus, the Messiah does not upbraid the one who sits in a cell for asking, Jesus does not dismiss the heartfelt inquiry of John’s wonder.  Instead Jesus sends word to John that the blind now see, the lame now walk, those who had leprosy are cured, the deaf hear, the dead are raised and the good news is preached to the poor.  Blessed is the one who does not fall away on account of me.  That last statement, blessed is the one who does not fall away on account of me is oh so very important for you and for me today.  For Jesus says to John and to us, blessed is the one who will not give up or walk away when the answers I offer to your questions are not the ones you expect.  Blessed are you as you come along this journey of faith and discovery​.  Blessed are you if you ask and then trust me and the answers I offer.    
Questions carry us to that that place between not knowing and a desire to know where we are our most attentive, our most open and our most self-aware.  Come beloved of God, as we enter this fall season of study and prayer, let us bring our questions to the one who is attentive and open to use and waits to answer. 
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� Many of these ideas are taken from a marvelous book by Verna Alle (1997).  The Knowledge Evolution.  


� Luke 1:13ff.


� John 1:29, 36.


� Luke 7:19.


� R. Alan Culpepper.  The New Interpreter’s Bible Volume IX (1995).  Abingdon Press, Nashville, KY, p. 155.


� The power of a question is inherent not in the answer, but in the process that brings us together to examine the Word of God, the experience of our neighbors, the traditions we know and the reason God has given us.  The power of a question is in our seeking to know what God would have us see in the question and to live out as the answer.
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