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We live in a paradoxical age.  Our society has lost faith and yet 
longs for faith. 

For centuries, western civilisation had a positive attitude toward 
the future, one of openness and creativity.  The future was in our 
favour.  Its fruits were there for the taking, and young people 
especially were filled with joyful expectation.  Now that optimism has 
ended, particularly among young people, and our society is 
dangerously near believing that the future may be fundamentally 
against us.i 

Lester Burnham, a character in the movie American Beauty, 
represents this feeling when he says, “I have lost something, but I’m 
not exactly sure what it is.”  Baby boomers and those younger are part 
of what sociologist Wade Clark Roof calls “a quest culture”ii looking for 
something that is both genuine and personally satisfying.  There is “a 
yearning for something that transcends [the] consumption ethic and 
material definitions of success” that were so prevalent in the 1980s 
and threatened a comeback in the late 90s and into this new 
millennium.iii  James Hampton writes, “Postmoderns want something 
bigger than themselves in their lives.  They’re starving for encounters 
with the living Christ – and to try Buddha, the New Age movement, 
and countless other belief systems.  It’s an all-out, unashamed effort 
to fill the spiritual void they know exists inside themselves.”iv 

So, we have become a society which has lost its faith while at the 
same time longing for faith.  We seek a saviour to save us from bad 
news, from anxiety and threat, and to bring us something more 
profound and deeper than the void we feel, but we have been 
disappointed so many times before.  And so, we ask, as did John the 
Baptist through his disciples, “Are you the one?”  “Are you the one 
who is to come from God?  Or should we look for someone else?”v 

John the Baptist lived in times similar to our own.  The Roman 
Empire was still strong and a long way from destruction, but the 
shadows were lengthening, as the Roman day in history was long past 
high noon.  People were beginning to think that perhaps history was 
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closing in and Rome was on a dead end track. 
In addition to the limits of history, Roman society was also 

stretched to its limits.  As it globalised and spread out across the face 
of the earth, it became more and more dependent on violence and 
brutality to maintain even the thinnest veneer of civilisation.  
Institutions became increasingly complex and sapped the creative 
energies of Rome’s brightest minds.  People were becoming 
increasingly cynical, alienated and passive.vi 

In this environment John the Baptist preached about the coming 
of one who would be mighty and powerful, one whose sandals he was 
not fit to tie, one who would bring divine holiness with divine 
judgement and retribution taking the axe to the root of the tree 
cutting down those that did not bear good fruit, burning the chaff of 
the granary in unquenchable fire.  Surely, this would be the long 
awaited Messiah, the Saviour-King.vii 

But this Jesus brought divine holiness with divine love, not 
judgement.  This Jesus came not with the irresistible power of 
destruction but with unanswerable love and mercy.  This Jesus did not 
fit the description and expectation of John.  This one didn’t punish.  
This one heals.viii  And so John sends his disciples to ask, “Are you the 
one who is to come or should we look for another one?” 

Jesus’ answer was a confident one.  At first hearing, it appears 
that he is bragging about miracles and the power inherent in them.  
“Look what I can do.”  But no, the significance of the appeal lies in 
Jesus’ reference to the prophecies of Isaiah.ix  Miracles do not awaken 
faith.  They may amaze people, attract crowds and impress them, but 
they are not very successful in bringing people to faith.  What is 
important, what Jesus appeals to is prophecy and the fulfilment of the 
promises of God concerning the Messiah in his own ministry.x 

But still, was he the one?  Was Jesus the one who was to come 
or should we still be seeking someone else?  Certainly, Jesus was a 
stumbling block to many.  John sent his disciples to ask the question 
because he was having trouble believing that this could possibly be the 
one he expected. 

For the Jews who demand signs and the Greeks who desire 
wisdom, we proclaim, as Paul said, Christ crucified, a stumbling block 
to Jews and foolishness to Gentiles.xi  A crucified Messiah was 
unthinkable.  A more regal and majestic ruler was expected, not one 
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who would be killed helplessly.  He scandalised their idea of what the 
Messiah would be like. 

Jesus also scandalised his friends, his townsfolk and their 
common sense.  After all, he was just the son of Mary and Joseph, no 
one special.  He must be possessed by Satan, they said.xii 

A man came to him and asked him how to gain eternal life and 
do you know what he said?  “Give all you have to the poor and follow 
me.”xiii  It didn’t make sense. 

Jesus told Peter, his chief disciple, that he must suffer many 
things and be killed, but Peter was scandalised.  It was a stumbling 
block to him.  It couldn’t be true.  Many of Jesus’ disciples at that point 
drew back and didn’t follow him any longer.xiv 

Jesus offended the good religious people of his day also, the 
Pharisees.  He didn’t live as they thought God wanted people to live, 
especially one who was holy.  He ate with sinners.  He healed on the 
Sabbath.  He consorted with the unclean.  He was a friend to women.  
He thought that children were important in a time when they were 
property.  He showed that people were more important than laws.  
This wasn’t proper.  He wasn’t respectable.  He couldn’t be the one 
from God. 

Jesus offended the authorities as well.  Herod tried to kill him at 
birth.xv  Pilate and Caiaphas succeeded.  Or at least they thought they 
had until the third day. 

Jesus offended expectations.  They were all looking for a king but 
found a baby.  Everything about him was incongruous.  He didn’t fit 
with the way people wanted him to be.  He still doesn’t.  Jesus still 
offends our desires and expectations.  We want God to do things our 
way.  We want prayer to give us what we want.  We want peace the 
way we want it.  We want prosperity and power.  Jesus offends still. 

Yet Jesus says, “Look around at what you see.  See what is 
happening.  What Isaiah said would happen is happening.”  “The blind 
receive sight and the lame walk, lepers are cleansed and the deaf 
hear, the dead are raised up, and the poor have good news preached 
to them.  And blessed, happy, joyful are those who are not scandalised 
by this, who are not offended, who do not find me to be a stumbling 
block.”  The message is clear.  Jesus’ activities fulfil the expectations 
for the Messiah from scripture implying, “I am the one who is to come.  
You need not seek another.”  But you will need to decide for yourself. 
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Jesus is the one who is to come.  Not what we expected, but, 
yes, what we should have expected and more importantly, what we 
need.  Jesus is the Valentine of God bearing God’s heart, incarnating 
God’s love in action, bearing not wrath but mercy.  In Jesus, we learn 
what is most important and crucial and indeed incredulous.  In Jesus, 
we see that we matter to God, that we and our lives are important.  
The day-to-day activities of our lives, our spiritual and physical and 
emotional and economic and political health matter to God.  The 
people of God knew this all along, but now the words had become alive 
in a living person.xvi 

I remember an advertisement some time ago for a cream sherry 
that said, “It’s not the thought that counts.  It’s the gift.”  In Christ, 
we have more than God simply saying, “I love you.”  In Christ, we 
have a living Valentine come in the flesh.  In Christ, we see the 
thought of God become gift, and the gift brings blessing, happiness 
and joy. 

But still there are people who ask, “Are you the one who is to 
come?”  And too many come out with a negative answer.  They still 
number among those who have lost their faith and yet long for faith, 
and have not found it.  Why is this? 

Several years ago for Christmas a friend gave me the hilarious 
little book The Secret Diary of Adrian Mole, aged 13 ¾.  Adrian is in 
love with Pandora who in turn is in love with Adrian’s ex-best friend 
Nigel.  On Valentine’s Day, Adrian wrote in his diary, “I only got one 
Valentine’s Day card.  It was in my mother’s handwriting so it doesn’t 
count.”xvii 

Certainly, it is important, even crucial, that we know our parents 
love us.  As long as our parents live, a  Valentine’s Day without a card 
or some acknowledgement from our parents would be a sad day 
indeed.  But we need more.  If what our parents say, if what we have 
learned from them is true, that we are loved and loveable, accepted 
and acceptable, that we matter to them, then we will matter to others 
as well.  Perhaps the reason that people still search is because the 
message which Jesus conveyed not by words but by actions is still 
being conveyed by Jesus’ followers through words and not by actions.  
Perhaps the thought has not yet become a gift to the world, perhaps 
we only speak about the Valentine of God without giving the Valentine, 
and after all, it is not the thinking or the saying but the giving and the 
doing that counts. 
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Scott Peck relates a parable about an abbot and a rabbi.  There 
once was an abbey of monks, which had fallen on hard times.  Not 
only was it run down, but the community had dwindled to five old men 
and the abbot.  There had been no new monks in a long time.  People 
in the nearby town seldom visited.  No one cared. 

The abbot went to consult with an old rabbi who spent each day 
in the woods in a makeshift hut.  He asked the rabbi what was wrong 
with the monastery.  Why were no new monks coming?  Why were 
people no longer visiting?  The rabbi responded by saying a lot of 
aimless remarks such as, “The world is ending.”  “No one respects the 
Sabbath!”  “People are too busy.”  And more.  The abbot and rabbi 
spent many hours together in silence and when the abbot got up to 
leave the frazzled rabbi offhandedly remarked, “And remember one of 
you is the Messiah.” 

When the abbot returned to the abbey, he was asked by the 
monks what the rabbi said and he replied, “One of you is the Messiah.” 

Over the next few weeks, each of them pondered what the rabbi 
said.  Surely, Thaddeus wasn't the Messiah!  Elroyd, of course not!  
Ethelred, never!  Nevertheless, that's what the rabbi had said, “One of 
you is the Messiah.” 

In spite of their questions, over the next few weeks each of them 
decided to treat the others as if that person was the Messiah.  They 
offered extraordinary respect to their brothers.  In fact, they began to 
regard even themselves with great respect.  Who knows, perhaps he is 
the Messiah!  The monks began to notice a difference.  But more, the 
people in the local town noticed it too.  The word began to spread that 
the brothers of the abbey treated one another with high regard and 
respect, and even love.  People once again came to the abbey to 
worship and to seek counsel.  They were warmly welcomed.  They 
found community there.  They were healed and made whole.  They 
were nourished and nurtured.  Their self-esteem was raised.  Love was 
rampant.  People came into the presence of God.  And so, some said 
that they wanted to be part of what was happening.  Novices were 
once again present in the monastery.  Within a year, the abbey was 
thriving and a centre of love and joy in the land.xviii  The rabbi was 
right.  The Messiah, the Christ, was indeed among them in their midst. 

Jesus is the one who was to come from God.  But more 
importantly Jesus is the one who is still with us.  He is among us.  The 
Christ lives in those who love.  And in receiving Christ into our lives, in 
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accepting the Valentine of God, there is joy, for us and for the whole 
world.  Let’s share it.  Amen. 
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