
16th January 2011 
The Invitation “Come and see”
Reading:
John 1:29-42 
The God-Revealer

 29-31The very next day John saw Jesus coming toward him and yelled out, "Here he is, God's Passover Lamb! He forgives the sins of the world! This is the man I've been talking about, 'the One who comes after me but is really ahead of me.' I knew nothing about who he was—only this: that my task has been to get Israel ready to recognize him as the God-Revealer. That is why I came here baptizing with water, giving you a good bath and scrubbing sins from your life so you can get a fresh start with God." 

 32-34John clinched his witness with this: "I watched the Spirit, like a dove flying down out of the sky, making himself at home in him. I repeat, I know nothing about him except this: The One who authorized me to baptize with water told me, 'The One on whom you see the Spirit come down and stay, this One will baptize with the Holy Spirit.' That's exactly what I saw happen, and I'm telling you, there's no question about it: This is the Son of God." 

Come, See for Yourself

 35-36The next day John was back at his post with two disciples, who were watching. He looked up, saw Jesus walking nearby, and said, "Here he is, God's Passover Lamb." 

 37-38The two disciples heard him and went after Jesus. Jesus looked over his shoulder and said to them, "What are you after?" 

   They said, "Rabbi" (which means "Teacher"), "where are you staying?" 

 39He replied, "Come along and see for yourself." 

   They came, saw where he was living, and ended up staying with him for the day. It was late afternoon when this happened. 

 40-42Andrew, Simon Peter's brother, was one of the two who heard John's witness and followed Jesus. The first thing he did after finding where Jesus lived was find his own brother, Simon, telling him, "We've found the Messiah" (that is, "Christ"). He immediately led him to Jesus. 

   Jesus took one look up and said, "You're John's son, Simon? From now on your name is Cephas" (or Peter, which means "Rock"). 

Sermon
If you were at the Second Sunday service last weekend, you will remember that our theme was ‘Brief Encounters’.  That title was taken from the film of the same name, which of course I am far too young to know anything about!  But apparently the story is that of a man and a woman – both married to other people – who meet quite by chance at a railway station, and fall in love, and then have to decide whether to turn their backs on the lives they already have, or turn their backs on each other.  A brief encounter then that had a really profound effect on both of them.  So last Sunday we had an interesting time thinking back over our lives, and important encounters we might have had, unexpected moments that turned out to be life changing – even as I’m talking perhaps you’re thinking about that too.  And the ‘holy’ point of it all – in case you were wondering – was to also think of how we have encountered Jesus in our lives, what impact that has had, and how we can sustain that.  Christmas, of course, is an encounter with Jesus, but how quickly do we let that slip away along with the New Year’s resolutions.  Do we really let him stay, and change our lives?
I was reminded of all of that as I looked at the gospel reading we have today, because here we have a whole series of encounters or unexpected meetings with Jesus.   First there is the encounter between Jesus and John the Baptist, who is filled with wonder as he recognises that the one he has been waiting for and preparing the way for all this time has come at last.  The next encounter is between Jesus, and two disciples of John the Baptist’s, Andrew and another one, whose name we’re not told in the reading, but is thought likely to have been the John who wrote this gospel.  And then the encounter with Simon, Andrew’s brother, which is brought about by Andrew himself, and in which Jesus calls him by a new name, and it becomes clear that Jesus has pretty big plans for Peter.  All of these men became followers of Jesus through meeting him, and their lives were never the same again.
But I’d like to focus this morning on the middle part of the story, the meeting between Jesus, and Andrew and his friend – let’s call him John, for the sake of argument – and in particular the conversation between them, which isn’t very wordy, but full of significant meaning.  Andrew and John are inspired to follow Jesus – but at this point that’s ‘follow’ in terms of tagging along behind, rather than being instant disciples.  They don’t stop him or speak to him, perhaps they don’t dare, and it’s Jesus himself who turns and speaks and makes the first contact.  I think it’s interesting that in the film we saw the conversation took place on a bridge, because when Jesus speaks to them he himself is in a way bridging a gap.  He comes to find them as much as they have come to find him.

And he speaks his first words in John’s gospel.  “What are you looking for?”  is his question.  He could be speaking to all of us.  And perhaps we think they should have said, ‘The meaning of life’, or ‘world peace’ or ‘an end to suffering’, or any number of important sounding things that bother us, but what they actually say is “Where do you live?”  Would we have come up with that?  And yet it’s just the right thing to say because what they really mean is ‘we’re looking for you’.  We want to be with you.
“Come and see”, Jesus then says.  Come and see.  Three words of invitation, of promise, and of challenge.  Not just for Andrew and John...but for all of us.  Come and see.  Three small words that could change anyone’s life, and there are three things I’d like to say about them.
First of all, there’s the order they’re in.  “Come and see” Jesus says, not “see and come”.   Well, of course, you might say, why would he say them the other way round, that just doesn’t sound right.  But I think a lot of people make the mistake of thinking that in matters of faith it does have to be see and come, that we have to understand, and believe in Jesus and know who he is, which is the ‘seeing’, before we can meet him and follow him, which is the ‘coming’.  And the difficulty with that approach is how would we ever know when we were ready to do that, that we understood enough to follow Jesus.  Would we even bother to find out?  But in ‘come and see’ that order is reversed.  It’s more about who we know than what we know, it’s spending time with Jesus that matters, and we can all do that, then we will come to believe and understand more fully.
I remember quite a few years ago being fascinated by a programme on the television called Ballet Hoo.   It was about an experimental project at the Birmingham Royal Ballet.  The idea was to get together a whole group of disadvantaged young people who were not in school – in fact some had been excluded from school – who didn’t have jobs, who had poor family backgrounds, or were in care, some were known to the police and had criminal records too for drugs and violence and possessing knives, young people who were on a real downward spiral and didn’t have a lot to recommend them – the idea was to take this group and over the course of 18 months to train them to the point where they would be able to dance a performance of Romeo and Juliet.  And the first thing they did with these young people was not to see if they could manage a few basic steps, or even count in time, or check how much they knew about Shakespeare – the first thing they did was to take them to the ballet.  Come and see.  And they were blown away by it.  For many of them it was the first time they’d even been in a theatre, let alone anything else.  And there they were, including some big burly guys with shaved heads and scarred faces and fierce expressions who you really wouldn’t want to meet on a dark night, let alone suggest they put tights on, saying “Wow, isn’t ballet amazing!”  It’s the come and see approach, that was literally eye-opening, and gave them the motivation to learn how to dance.  They didn’t all stick with it, but a lot of them did, and discovered so much about themselves as well, you could say it was their own brief encounter that became a life changing experience.
So Andrew and John do come with Jesus, and spend time with him, and while they are with him something happens to them, they do indeed begin to see, Jesus has promised that they would, and they do.  And the next thing we know these new disciples have themselves become bold witnesses, and we saw in the film Andrew hurtling along the beach, urgently looking for his brother, because he absolutely must bring him to come and see as well.  
Which is the next thing I want to say about those three words ‘come and see’, that they are not just an invitation from Jesus to us, but also an invitation we should make to others.   Andrew is our great example  because he couldn’t and wouldn’t keep Jesus to himself.  Now I have to say that I think most of us would draw the line at racing through Bures, grabbing people by the shoulders as they go about their daily business, and shouting “we have found the Messiah!” as Andrew did to Simon Peter.  That probably wouldn’t be too helpful.  But perhaps we are far too shy about it as well, and that could be for several reasons.  Maybe it’s because we think that talking about religion seems a taboo subject in our culture – but actually I find that people bring it up themselves quite a bit, and are searching and want to ask questions, so perhaps it’s just a case of waiting for those opportunities, and taking them.  Maybe it’s because we want to keep faith to ourselves because it’s personal – well, it is personal, but that doesn’t have to mean secret.  And maybe it’s because we don’t think we have much of faith to share – but that of course is the ‘see and come’ mentality I mentioned earlier that says if I don’t understand well enough, how can I invite someone else?  But being a good witness to Jesus is not about knowing everything, but about being honest, about saying “I don’t know” about some things...but “this is my experience”.  With “come and see” Jesus gives us such a simple invitation, but a really open one, one that we can easily extend to others, and as we do so we remember that he is standing on that bridge, waiting to meet people as they come to him.
But there is a challenge here too, and this is the third point I want to make.  If we are going to say ‘come and see’ we have to make sure there is something worth seeing.   Now, we know Jesus is worth seeing, of course, but we have to make sure that we don’t get in the way of that.  We have to ask ourselves what will people ‘come and see’ here?  Will they see that we are Jesus’ disciples by the way we love one another?  Will they see us pointing to Christ? Or pointing to ourselves?  Do we sometimes act as if it’s the way we ‘do’ church that we want people to come and see, as if that’s the most important thing, more important than Christ himself? 

How is it that sometimes when people do come, they don’t see, and they go?  That’s a challenge to all of us.  There could be lots of reasons for it, and it may well not be our fault, but it could be that it is.  Do we still come with real expectation of seeing something new?  If we’re just going through the motions then we’re bound to be unconvincing.  But if we are a church that seeks to find Christ and to show Christ in all that we do, then we will really be helping other people to make that connection too.  
In the Ballet Hoo programme it was truly amazing to see how lives were transformed, lives that had really looked quite hopeless.  It needn’t have been ballet that did that, of course.  It could have been any activity that brought these people together and gave them a structure to live by, made them feel needed and valued, and put something beautiful in their lives.  And then lo and behold what you have really given them is hope.  But the best place to find all these things is at the feet of Jesus.  Jesus is offering us the most precious experience of all, and the most worthwhile encounter we will ever know, and one that could last for ever.  Come and see.
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