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THE SECOND SUNDAY AFTER THE EPIPHANY

What Are You Looking For?  Where Are You Staying?
I Corinthians 1:1-9; John 1:29-42

As the opening line of a story, it doesn’t have much punch.  It is
certainly not as memorable as a classic opening such as “Call me Ishmael”
or “It was the best of times, it was the worst of times.”  It definitely does not
create the kind of interest as do first lines such as “It was the day my
grandmother exploded” or “Once upon a time, there was a woman who
discovered she had turned into the wrong person.”1  Those lines paint pictures
and start the imagination running.  Nevertheless, it is a line that opened the
door to change the lives of two young men and, ultimately, a world of other
people, including you and me.

“What are you looking for?” Jesus asked.  To be fair to our Savior, he
did not commit that grammatical faux pas by ending his question with a
preposition.  In the Aramaic which was his native tongue, he said something
like, “What are you seeking?”  However, it is likely that if you or I had asked
the question, we would have said, “What are you looking for?”  Habits die
hard.

“What are you looking for?” Jesus asked the two young men who were
following him through the streets of Beth-sa´ida.  It was a harmless enough
question, polite even, and certainly kinder than a direct ,“What do you want?”
or “Why are you following me?”.  He knew they were disciples of John and
were curious about him.  Caught off guard and too embarrassed to admit they
wanted to know whether or not he was the Son of God as John had said,  like
nervous teenage boys trying to talk to nervous teenage girls, they blurted out,
“Rabbi, . . . uh . . .  where are you staying?”  Smiling at their clumsiness,
Jesus invited, “Come and see.”  They went to the place he was staying and
spent the afternoon talking, listening, and getting to know one another.

They were looking for Jesus and his true identity.  They wanted to find
out who he was.  Sometimes the best way to get to know someone is to find
out where they live.  A physical location may be helpful, but more important
is discovering where someone lives emotionally, spiritually, philosophically,
and practically.  What are their interests, their beliefs, their priorities, their

1Herman Melville, Moby Dick (1851); Charles Dickens, A Tale of Two Cities (1859); Iain M. Banks,
The Crow Road (1992); and Anne Tyler, Back When We Were Grownups (2001).



hopes, their fears?  Where do they hang their hat and how do they spend
their time?

Last week Professor Walton reminded us of how important it is to listen
to one another’s stories.  Our stories reveal where we live, what we are about,
and who we are.

Over the past few months, Deborah and I have gotten hooked on the
BBC dramatic series Foyle’s War.  Each episode is murder mystery set in
Second World War England and is as historical as it is intriguing.  In a
particular episode that had to do with a murder at a local farm, Chief Detective
Superintendent Foyle encounters a woman who is bitter, angry, and generally
hostile toward men in general.  Every conversation is terse and sarcastic and
ends with a snide comment about the male portion of the human race.  At one
point as the detective questions her regarding her knowledge of the crime, he
asks why she became so bitter toward men.  She answers, “There was a
man.  There was a marriage.  Not a nice one.  But there was a son, a
beautiful son.  And my son, my beautiful son, I lost at Dunkirk.  There was a
war and the beautiful son died at Dunkirk.  Men. War.  This filthy, blasted,
bloody war!”  Her story: a marriage gone bad, a son killed in war, a series of
heartaches caused, in her mind, by men.

Later the woman asks the detective for his story.  In similar fashion he
replies, “There was a woman, a marriage (a good marriage), and a beautiful
son.  My beautiful son is alive, thank God, but I lost my wife.  So I have a
vastly higher opinion of women than you do of men.”  His openness and
vulnerability, his understanding and compassion were part of his story.  The
sharing of their stories opened the woman’s mind and her heart.  She
admitted that she never thought her opinion of men would ever change, but
it did when she met the detective.2

What are you looking for?  Where are you staying?

It is important for us to share our stories with one another, to find out
who we are and where we live our lives.  That is one of the purposes of a
church.  We are to be a fellowship of friends, a congregation of people who
know, respect, and love one another.  One of the roles of a deacon is to take
the time to get to know other members of the church so that he or she can

2Gavin Millar and Jeremy Silberston, directors, Foyle’s War, Series III, Episode 3, “They Fought in the
Fields,” Greenlit Productions Ltd., 2004.
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better meet their needs and help our church become the family of faith God
calls us to be.

What are you looking for?  Where are you staying?

Getting to know one another is critical to living in community together. 
It is a serious need that we have in our community.  Tomorrow is the Martin
Luther King, Jr. holiday.  It is not everyone’s favorite holiday–except maybe
school children, teachers, postal workers, and bank employees who get the
day off.  It may not be my favorite holiday or yours because of our story.

I know that if I still lived in my twelve year old mindset, I would be
prejudiced, bigoted, and racist.  I was not maliciously prejudiced at twelve
years old, but I certainly accepted the prevailing notion that some people are
created more equal than others.  As I matured, however, and made friends
of different kinds of people, as I learned their stories, and discovered my own
story, my prejudice began to lose its shine.  As I began to understand what
oppression can do to someone’s spirit and how bigotry can detrimentally
affect educational opportunities, job options, housing possibilities, and the
development of the human spirit, I began to change.  I moved from where I
used to stay to another place where I am grateful to stay.  At one time I was
looking for adversaries in my community.  Now I look for sisters and brothers.

We have some serious problems in our community.  Crime is an
obvious concern.  Theft of personal property in every district is a problem.  We
even had someone help themselves to a few more of our downspouts
recently.  Shootings, drug abuse, and other violent crimes affect every corner
of this community.  A fifteen year old boy was shot and killed over the
weekend!  Safe neighborhoods and healthy families, adequate housing and
good nutrition, proper education and accessible healthcare are problems that
concern all of us.  Job creation and community redevelopment, utility costs
and tax rates bother everyone.  And, sitting right there in the middle of the
room is that archenemy that will not leave us alone: racism.  It attacks us all,
and few people seem to be immune.  It threatens to undo in a heartbeat an
abundance of good work that has been done over decades.

The solution–or at least the pathway to helpful solutions–is to ask one
another two simple questions: “What are you looking for?” and “Where are
you staying?”.  By initiating a conversation with one another, we can begin the
journey to discovering who we are, where we want to go, and how we can get
there together.
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Andrew and one of his friends, both disciples of John the Baptist, set off
to find out who Jesus was.  They spent the day getting to know him and
discovered that he was indeed the Son of God as John had said.  As soon as
he could, Andrew went to find his brother Simon and told him, “We have found
the Messiah!”  The next day Jesus found Philip and invited him to follow him. 
Philip ran off to find Nathaniel and tell him the good news.  Since that day
people have been finding other people and inviting them into the family.

Jesus gathered people around him because he was interested in who
they were and what they were about.  None of those early followers was
perfect.  Every one of them had character flaws and made serious mistakes. 
But Jesus loved them and loved their stories.  He helped them learn a new
story, one of grace and acceptance of all people.  He taught them how to
change their lives and learn to live in community with one another.

What are you looking for?  Where are you staying?  The answers to
those questions will tell a lot about us and may help us to ultimately find our
way to Jesus who stays with us all.  Ask someone about their story.  Tell
someone your story.  Share God’s story.  Amen.
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January 19, 2014 Prayer of Thanksgiving and Intercession

Gracious God, in the often frantic pace of ours days, we sometimes
forget to stop to thank you for all that is good in our lives.  Our blessings are
many and our hearts are filled with gratitude for the gift of living, for the ability
to love and be loved, for the opportunity to see the wonders of creation and
the beauty and variety of the people around us, for work and play and rest, for
minds that create and analyze, bodies that move and function and hearts that
dream and feel.  In the silence of our souls, we thank you most of all for your
unconditional and eternal love revealed to us in the life, death and
resurrection of Jesus Christ.

Even as this week our celebrations will honor Dr. King's efforts to heal
divisions in our land, teach us, O God, to build new bridges and cross new
divides within this community.  Help us to look beyond race and language,
creed and culture, status and party, and whatever labels we use to separate
ourselves from one another to see other hearts beating with hope and
promise, other faces which reflect your image.  Teach us to reach out beyond
these walls to ease the suffering that engulfs so many lives.  Grant us wisdom
and courage to face the complexities of our world and to seek solutions with
creativity and mercy.  Give us grace as we struggle with our often competing
responsibilities of seeking change where it is needed and peace where it is
possible.  Help us to be a people of compassion and to respond to those in
need out of the abundance we have received from you.  Teach us to be
merciful even as we have been shown great mercy. 

We also thank you on this day, O God, for these our brothers and
sisters whom we have called out from among us and who have answered that
call to serve.  Through the working of your Holy Spirit, give them grace and
power to fulfill their ministry.  Make them faithful in their service and constant
in advancing your gospel in the world.  May they follow the example of Jesus,
who washed the feet of his disciples and set the needs of others before his
own.  Indeed, this is our prayer not only for these whom we have called as
deacons but for each of us and all of us who call ourselves your disciples.  In
the name of Jesus Christ our Lord and by the power of your Holy Spirit we
seek your grace and we offer our prayers.  Amen.

Elizabeth J. Edwards
Associate Minister


